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	1. Graduation Day

Graduation Day

_Disclaimer: The information described in the story below is the copyright of the Valve Corporation. Although this is my original story, one of this background story regarding the passage has been generated by myself and shall not be thought of as such. The story below consists of merely the same background as the Half-Life series but from a different character viewpoint. This would simulate the exact same time period as the beginning of the video game Half-Life 2._

Date: June 14, 2019

Place: Austin, Texas, at the Combine-controlled Graduation Center

Name: Cheryl Tumper, Age 18

I knew that this was a death sentence right from the beginning. The whole place was loaded with Civil Protection units, or Metrocops, Combine police officers that enforced the laws of the Combine Overwatch. They wore light gray gas masks and dark blue armor, carrying with them electroshock beating sticks for people who didn't do exactly what the law specified. I hate them; the thought of those gut-wrenching monsters destroys my faith in humanity. They weren't just soldiers for the Combine, they were _humans_, sick, horrible humans that legitimately volunteered (yes, volunteered) to work for the greater good of the Combine Overwatch when they took over. They were pretty brutal, I've heard, and I did not disagree with the people that I'd heard it from, seeing as the Combine overall was pretty brutal to us. There had been harshly strict law enforcement ever since the end of the Seven Hour War.

It seems that I should explain the Seven Hour War, for those of you that haven't heard about it. I should actually go way back to the incident at Black Mesa. From what I've heard, Black Mesa was a giant laboratory for conducting chemical experiments. I had read in the paper, after they'd announced the end of the Seven Hour War, that the scientists at Black Mesa had made contact with some alien world, and a malfunction in one of the experiments that was conducted there resulted in the invasion of multiple alien species that had inhabited that alien world. They said that the Vortigaunts that we have here had actually been enslaved by those species and went on killing sprees around the facility. It's pretty hard to believe though, since the Vortigaunts here are so nice to us, and there's actually a reason for that. One of the scientist at Black Mesa, the one that had performed the actual experiment and caused what we call the Resonance Cascade (I think his name is something like Freeman), actually had to jump into the portal between Black Mesa and the alien world in order to close that portal and save the Earth. Well, he did do that, somehow, and in turn freed the Vortigaunts from their enslavement, and they were so grateful that they decided that they wanted to serve the human race.

But that wasn't all for the better. When the scientist closed the portal, he set off a chain reaction that caused widespread portal storms around the Earth. These portals were the same ones as in Black Mesa, so we were completely engulfed in alien life forms. That wasn't even the worst of our problems, though; the portal storms that occurred actually attracted a kind of inter-dimensional empire called the Combine, a force that raged through the universe and took control over everything that they could. All of the Earth's military force tried to resist when the Combine invaded, but it was not enough; the forces were defeated in the entirety of seven hours, hence the Seven Hour War. In order to end the war, though, a man called Wallace Breen sold humanity into slavery in return for their agreement to peace. And now, in a horrible turn of events, that monster has the say of the entire world.

I guess that would explain it for you. And now back to my death sentence.

The auditorium of the Graduation Center was filled with twelfth-grade students, with the Combine Metrocops lining the walls. One of the Combine's slaves stood on the auditorium stage, handing out diplomas to the graduates. And all was calm.

I know, all of this seems very light for something like the death sentences controlled by the Combine. But the Overwatch is not entirely strict; they allow us to finish school before we become slaves. So once any of us graduates, we become slaves for the Combine, and all of us are really too afraid to try and resist. If you get caught, you get killed, or even worse, you get taken in by the Combine and become a Stalker. And believe me, you do not want to know what that is. But even risking that, I don't want to become one of the Combine's pets. Which is why I plan to escape.

I've talked to many Vortigaunts in my day; they pretty much accommodate any human's needs. When I told them that I wanted to escape the graduation, they allowed me to speak no further and assured me that they would take care of the rest if I knew what I was risking. What I hadn't known, though, was that there had been a sort of Underground Railroad going on for a couple years now, helping Combine slaves escape, and it was simply powered by the Vortigaunts. They were happy to help me escape.

Rather than tell you what our fairly simple plan was, I'd be content to perform it for you myself. Here it goes.

As of now, there are about twenty or so students on the stage, being given diplomas and trying to swallow the fact that their life meant nothing from this moment on. I could see it in their eyes; they were attempting to be strong and push past the idea that they would be slaves for the rest of their lives, but they knew that it was the horrible, horrible reality. I felt bad for them, though, having such weak willpower. They never tried to fight back. I've never tried myself, but I knew that nobody else but me would be willing to pull a stunt like this now.

We've been arranged throughout the aisles of the audience in alphabetical order, A's in front and Z's in back. I kind of felt bad that Joseph Zimmerman and Kalie Yeller had to go with our group, the T's, instead of having a group of their own. We were last. The D's finished performing their own death sentences, and the ceremony moved on to the G's, where the two E's and one F had to be placed also because their groups were so miniscule.

I almost fell asleep during the rest of the graduation procession before my group, since it was oh so very boring and uninteresting. I think that it was odd, though, that the Metrocops had their slave perform a small speech for every group that went up, saying at least one original good trait about each group that, surprisingly, rang very true. All in all, though, it was the most boring thing that I had ever experienced in my life, besides literally watching what I had painted on a building wall dry so that I could leave the site.

Finally, after one full hour of standing around, our group, the T's, made our way onto the stage. It was helpful that I was small, because I could unnoticeably slip into the left backstage wing at exactly the same moment that I set foot on stage.

It didn't matter if the Metrocops saw me; I was free, free from the hands of the Combine. But I knew they would never go down without a fight. Quickly, I checked the backstage, and spotted the backside of a Metrocop behind the curtain at the front of which I had exited the stage, watching the procession and making sure that there were no disturbances. Quietly, I made my way to the back of the stage, making sure that I was not spotted. Careful in my movements, I noticed that there was another Metrocop standing precisely opposite the first one in the right wing. Unfortunately, he saw me, extracted his baton, and pointed at me, but by the time the other cop had turned around, I was gone into the hallway behind the left wing.

Making sure that I had no followers for the moment, I tore off my graduate's hat and robe, reverting back to my purple T-shirt and jeans. Suddenly, I realized a simple problem: I had no weapon to fight with. Searching the bare hallway for something hopeful, I found absolutely nothing.

Blinding pain shot through my brain like a dagger of ice. Cold and searing hot burns engulfed me, and I was sent crashing to the polished floor, spilling blood over the pearly tiles. A white haze blocked my vision, and I felt the shock of a stun baton wash over me and seize my body in a wave of stinging pain. There were sounds of struggles, and a hopeful energy burst let me know that my friends had arrived.

Slowly but surely, I became able to see again, noticing that the two Metrocops that had been pursuing me were dead on the same floor that I was lying on, small extra bits of electricity jolting out of their bodies. I tried to push myself off of the floor, but I faltered, still feeling the fading pain around my body. Suddenly, I felt a smooth jolt of energy, and the two-fingered hands of a Vortigaunt lifting me to safety.

It was amazing just how humanoid and just how alien these Vortigaunts were. They were a perfect combination of each, their elliptical head housing one massive eye with razor-sharp teeth in their mouth underneath their head and ogre-like ears on each side. They had very thin green bodies, with two normal double-fingered appendages on their sides and one small arm in the center of their torso. Their spindly legs lead down to two pyramid-shaped feet.

"Let us bring you to safety," it said, the Vortigese accent almost palpable. "There will be more. I advise you to take one of these weapons from the Civil Protection."

Obeying the wise alien, I kneeled and gingerly grabbed one of the stun batons, standing and holding it firmly in my left hand. I whipped it through the air to test it, and sure enough, it lit up in a flame of blue electricity. I found a small button on the base of the handle, pressed it, and it obediently doused the flame, returning to a normal baton.

"You are ready?" asked the Vortigaunt. I nodded, and he took off through the hallway, leaving me no choice but to follow in his wake.


	2. Cityscape

Cityscape

_Disclaimer: The information described in the story below is the copyright of the Valve Corporation. Although this my original story, one of this background story regarding the passage has been generated by myself and shall not be thought of as such. The story below consists of merely the same background as the Half-Life series but from a different character viewpoint. This would simulate the exact same time period as the beginning of the video game Half-Life 2._

Date: June 14, 2019

Place: Penza, Russia, in a small apartment building surrounded by Combine Overwatch soldiers

Name: Aladein Vialor, Age 31

The Combine Overwatch commands blared in the sky as I once again reminded myself that I was hardly in any danger. The Overwatch soldiers wouldn't hurt me unless I was doing something harmful to them, and that's usually the case. Yet sometimes these ruthless soldiers go on random raids and kill every single slave in sight. We don't matter much to them; we're their work force, and that's about it.

"All Overwatch soldiers to Blue Grass Apartments," said the voice up ahead. I realized that it didn't take long for the Combine to recognize the things that occurred on Earth here. They were always watching, always monitoring us, those sick beasts, going in and killing everything if they heard even a pin drop.

A pin did indeed drop this time, although I figured it'd have to be a pretty large pin for the Combine to recognize it as a civil disturbance. We have a lot of those around here; sometimes the slaves try to escape their designated room, or maybe they wanted to off themselves instead of serve the Combine. But somehow this seemed like a bigger deal to them. I had looked outside my window at the top floor and noticed about fifty armored soldiers out there, pointing their guns at the entrance to the building. Maybe somebody had killed themselves. That's a path I'd rather not take; I've fought the Combine before, and I know their ruthless demeanor by heart. It's not much of a surprise to me that they used their power to control absolutely everything that happened to us.

Feeling tired, I lay back against the wall, my figure slumped because the room was so bare and I was a bit weak from the lack of food that the Combine had to supply for us daily. Yet this day seemed to have been forgotten. The Combine appeared too occupied with their "civil disturbance" to make sure that their work force survived. Giving up on thinking for the moment, I slowly fell into a well-needed snooze.

Suddenly, there was a gun in my hand. I barreled through a couple of Overwatch soldiers, and took cover from the gunship that was shooting at me. Someone handed me a rocket launcher and I successfully took down the gunship with three easy blows. The MP7 was back in my hands, and some white-armored Elite Overwatch Soldiers emerged from the dropship that had landed, firing their pulse-rifles at everything that moved. I heard the sound of a drawn-out energy pulse, and the garbage dump that I was crouched behind shook back, ripping up the foundation underneath it.

I knew this place. It was Kiev, my hometown, where my parents had first raised me and then watched as I marched off to war at age twenty-five. That was six years ago, but I still remember the war in Libya quite vividly. Its government had been horribly unstable after the death of Muammar Gaddafi, and after the occurrence we had all left the country to sit and rot in the aftermath of its several rebellions and uprisings against the terrible reign of that dictator. The people had been so out of control by then that they started causing even more havoc than they had before, turning over buildings and crushing the very land that they sat on. As a response to this mess, the United Nations had decided to move their troops into Libya and try to settle things down, but this only began World War III. This was just three years before Senator Wallace Breen became the American President and caused the apocalypse.

In the very middle of this war was when the Combine had invaded us. When the portal storms began, thousands of hostile alien menaces began filling the battlegrounds, and soon we had to all move out of Libya and seal it in, creating a zombie country. Literally a zombie country, I mean; from the portal storms had emerged hundreds of zombie-like creatures, people with bugs for heads. I've only seen pictures of them, though. Gladly I've had no actual encounters.

From these aliens and their portals had followed thousands upon thousands of humanoid creatures, armed with strange guns that fired tiny energetic pulses instead of bullets, with the ability to launch a golf ball-sized orb of energy that destroyed everything in its wake. These people, called the Combine, had invaded Earth; the entire Earth, such that all of us were called to a new battle and every human above the age of eighteen was drafted to fight what we called the Seven Hour War. I had been transported to Kiev; we all had been transported to our hometowns, in order to give us a sense of security and so that we would be able to fight on a ground that we knew best.

It had not been long before the Combine reached our city and called in about four thousand of these warriors to us. They had brought with them hundreds of tan and white Overwatch gunships, giant flying airships that looked strangely organic, with one huge rod on the front end where the mobile wings had been placed and a gigantic circle on the back that held its massive propeller. The bullets that it could fire were insanely destructive, not unlike the black, somewhat normal-looking Overwatch helicopters that patrolled our city in the years to come. And even more enormous than these comparatively smaller vehicles were Combine dropships, another kind of Combine ship that looked like a light tan, colossal, flattened-out, armored human, but without a head and with a huge suction appendage in the center of its body. I've seen this ship drop many things; containers of soldiers, Striders, Hunters, and sometimes even Advisors, but I'll get to those things later.

This overwhelming war had lasted just seven hours, but it was about four years after I had fought the war in Libya, so Breen had already been elected president after running the experimental facility called Black Mesa, where this entire mess had begun in the first place. As our force had started to diminish, there was an Overwatch command from high above in the sky, but through the explosions and gunfire I had not been able to recognize the words. Somewhere in the midst, I had been hit in the arm by gunship flak, and a fellow soldier had given me a medkit to patch myself up. In the haze, I had slowly noticed that the Overwatch soldiers began to retreat, and stood, amazed at our soldiers' resilience. At first, we had felt that we had reason to celebrate, and cheered at our victory. We had returned to our homes, satisfied by our work on the battlefield. Once I had gotten home, I turned on the television and sat on my couch to watch the news. Of course, this had been several days after the war was ended, so I was more relaxed than I had been for the past week. As I had turned on the news, I saw President Breen's face, and had wondered why he would be in the news. I had continued to watch the story about Breen giving away the Earth's people in order to end the war, and felt nothing but complete resentment for him and for humanity, horrified at Breen's willingness to let the Combine take over the Earth entirely. It had been said that he officially signed the document that had handed away the rights to all humans under the control of the Combine in the United Nations building over in America. After he did this, the reporters had said that Breen had become the administrator of the entire Earth, under the control of the Combine Overwatch.

That day had marked the beginning of my life in Penza. After about one week, the Overwatch soldiers had returned and took all of us into custody, deporting us each to different cities. I had been taken to Penza, while others had been transported to other places like Leningrad and Alapayevsk. I was declared a slave for the Combine, and all of my rights had been revoked. And here we are.

The sound of gunfire shook me awake. I knew that I should not have fallen asleep with the Combine filling the building! What was I thinking? I knew that they would arrive up here soon, so I jolted up and became alert. There were more repetitive shots, and I noticed that the Overwatch soldiers had taken up our use of the MP7. But who would they be shooting with it?

After a third round of bullets, and I realized that they were some three floors below me. I was safe, for now at least.

More gunfire. The shots seemed a bit closer now, as if they had moved up a floor. I heard the sound of a pulse-rifle, and my face became drained of blood; I knew that something was wrong whenever I heard that noise. There were more MP7s being fired, accompanying the sound of the pulses, and I immediately knew that the other slaves were trying to fight back. It was no use to rebel directly; any person that did that and didn't know completely what they were doing would be vaporized by the Combine's energy orbs.

Knowing that the soldiers were approaching fast and that they would kick in my door at any moment, I quickly raced around my room to grab any small necessities that I would need during my journey out of the building. I wanted to avoid the Combine at all costs, and if that meant risking my life escaping this dump, I was never too eager to do so. I wanted to show them that they didn't control me, and even more so, I wanted to show myself. I wasn't just another one of the Combine's work force, I was a human, a human that had been denied his rights and would fight to the death for his freedom. A human that would spark the rebellion of Russia.

I snagged up a couple of med kits that I had preserved from my days in the Seven Hour War, and stuffed them into a water-proof backpack that I had used during my years as a Boy Scout. In a crate, I had stashed some apples, oranges, and bananas that, through the years, the Combine had supplied us with each day for sustenance. I had eaten everything except for the fruits, which were indeed only apples, oranges, and bananas, and stored them in this crate, knowing that I would need them sometime in the future if I was ever in dire need of food. I'm not entirely sure that this was one of those moments, but I decided that anything could occur during my trek to safety; I might be stranded in the cold with nothing to eat, and then where would I be?

Moving on from placing two of each fruit into the pack, I was heading over to the other side of my room when I noticed the sharp noise of the Overwatch soldiers' boots clattering up the stairs. Great. Now they were only one floor below me. Leaving the drawer of the desk that I was standing in front of, I bolted out of my door and into the hallway, pulling the backpack along behind me. The hall way was very narrow, holding about six rooms, three on each side. On the opposite end of the hallway, I had been shown several times that there was a pull-down staircase that led to the roof. Hearing more distinct gunfire, I raced toward the door at the end of the hall and shook the handle. Apparently it had been locked. I was not in the least bit surprised; they Combine had always trapped their slaves in the building, and I hadn't minded. But rarely had the soldiers ever gotten this close to my apartment.

I tried to kick down the door; that didn't work at all for me. I tried banging on it, but I knew that that was hopeless. After about five minutes of this, one of my fellow slaves peeked out of their apartment door, his voice muffled by the horrifyingly close gunfire.

"What the hell's going on here?" he asked me, frowning. "You trying to escape or something?"

I grinned at him and nodded my head.

"Well, it's not working for you then, is it?" he mused. "If it was, you'd be outta here already. Gone. Never coming back."

This time it was my turn to frown at him. He was making perfect sense, but it was awfully difficult for me to decode his intentions.

"You might wanna use something substantial if you're gonna break through that door. Here, let me get something for you. I'll be quick, trust me. I can hear those guns as clear as you." He held up a finger and disappeared into his apartment. In a few seconds' time, he returned with a full-sized crowbar. I became surprised and raised an eyebrow at his willingness to give this sleek weapon away so easily.

"I know, I know, it's nice. But I don't have any use for it anymore. You heard those gunshots. They're not investigating. They're _killing_. One of their random killing sprees through the building. Both of us know that I won't survive this. So please, take it. It's my token of gratitude for a rebel that would have the guts to even walk out of his own apartment. From William Richards." He handed the weapon over to me, and I looked at it, astonished, completely speechless at his kindness. I began to speak, but he held up a hand to me as an order to keep quiet. "I don't think you have any more time for thank-you's. You need to get going."

I nodded in consent and bolted back toward the door, using the crowbar to hack through its surprisingly fragile wooden frame. And just as I stepped in and pulled down the staircase, the door to the stairwell opposite Will's own doorway beeped quickly four times, the light on its advanced machine-lock blinking with the sounds. I hopped onto the staircase and ran up its up its thin wooden steps precisely at the same moment that the door exploded and several dark-armored Overwatch soldiers poured into the area through the smoke that engulfed the entire corridor.

I stepped onto the hard concrete roof and closed the trapdoor immediately as I had heard sounds of gunfire. I took a deep breath and stood from my crouch. I was safe.

Or so I had thought. Although there were no Combine soldiers up here with me, I quickly noticed the deadly hum of a Combine gunship propeller. I turned my back, and found myself staring in the face of the enormous Combine vehicle that seemed to be patrolling the building. Obviously something was going seriously wrong.

Although it took a few seconds to recognize me as a slave, the gunship did not hesitate to hack me to bits. As the guns began firing, I held the crowbar in front of me, which effectively deflected the bullets in most areas of my body. After taking a couple hits, I realized that I couldn't stand up here all day. Noticing a ladder on the back wall of the building, which to my luck had been placed directly behind my back, I attempted hop backwards in a kind of run, and before I knew it managed to find myself against that back wall. Deflecting more flak, I jumped backward down toward the ladder's rungs, and didn't make it far down before I caught myself on the ladder and hoisted myself upward in a comfortable position that I could work with.

Unfortunately, not all was as great as I hoped that it would be. Even though I was safe from the gunship, the wall that I was climbing down on was not the back wall; it was the front, which left me open to all of the Combine's forces that had been left outside the building. Not entirely thinking about whether they had noticed me or not, I peered down the front end of the building. It did not take me long to realize my plan: I could effectively escape both the Combine's and the gunship's fire if I climbed down to the floor below my apartment, the fourth floor, and made my way down the staircases where there would be no soldiers to stop me, since they were all stationed at the entrance of the building and the top floor. As to what I would do once I got outside again…that was a question for the future version of myself.

Hearing guns from down below my body, I slid down the ladder with my hands on its sides, making sure that I stopped once I got to the second window from the top. Luckily for me, there were two windows on each side of the ladder, so I got to choose where I entered when I reached them. Stopping myself before I slid any further, I promptly smashed the window on the right with my crowbar and leaped into the room that accompanied it, finding a slave dead on the floor, a fresh pool of blood still leaking onto the wooden carpet. I hardly reacted to it; I had seen this almost daily back in Libya.

Finding nothing useful in the almost bare room, I headed out of the apartment and into the hallway, being cautious for any remaining soldiers. There were sounds of repetitive gunfire from above me, and remembered that I definitely should search the apartments for useful weapons. Making no use of the apartments that I searched, I headed further down the hallway until I found an open door at the end of the hall, in it a bloody corpse and in the dead slave's hand…a gun. A real pistol. This slave must have been the one that had rebelled. The weapon was the same that our Metrocops carried around us, beside their electric stun batons. It was a light gray pistol, the exact same color as the Metrocops' gas masks, tipped at the ends with a darker gray color. I pried the small gun out of the slave's hands, stuck the crowbar through my belt, and made my way through the remains of the door to the stairwell to the stairs.

As I was heading down the stairs, I felt like I heard muffled voices. I stopped, and the voices were nowhere to be found. So I continued on my journey down to the third floor, pausing once again at the base of the stairs in order to confirm that the voices were truly nonexistent. As I pressed my left ear to the door, however, the voices reappeared again. They were not normal voices, though; they seemed more like technological speech, sounds that would be emitted from some communication mechanism, or…a gas mask.

A gas mask. I knew it right away. The Overwatch soldiers were directly through that door, on my tail, waiting for me to emerge so that they could kill me here and now. They had come up here from below so that they could corner me on this floor, and I was trapped, trapped between the voices in the other room and the soldiers high up above me. There was no hope for me except to barge straight through the door and hack through the soldiers one by one.

Seeing no other option, I, screaming obscenely, destroyed the door in front of me with one swift blow of the crowbar, quickly re-stationing it at my side. In the rubble, I found myself staring into the dark blue gas mask of a Combine Overwatch soldier. Blood spilled onto my face as I sent three well-placed bullets in the spaces between his equally blue armor, killing him instantly. I knew the anatomy of this armor well; I had faced it too many times in the hours that I had fought them back home. The soldier emitted a static grunt, and he was sent toppling to the floor as I struck another soldier directly above his brain before he had even one chance to shoot me. Holding another soldier back with the curved edge of my crowbar, I blasted the soldier in front of me on his mask just as he began to shoot me with his own MP7 sub-machine gun. I drove the edge of my crowbar into the neck of the soldier that I had been holding back while shooting my bullets into yet another soldier's armor. The blood from this soldier's neck erupted like a fountain as he crumpled to the ground below me.

Yet another soldier appeared in the hallway at my front, and I pulled the trigger of my pistol again, but the only sound that I heard was a sharp clicking noise that meant that my magazine was completely empty. Moving quickly back into the room, under the stairs for cover, and sticking the useless gun into my belt, I noticed a dead soldier beside me and took the MP7 from his motionless body. Checking its ammunition levels, I figured that I had quite a bit of gunfire to spare, and ripped apart the lingering Overwatch soldier as soon as he entered the room. I looted his ammunition for my own, finding a couple magazines for my pistol as well as my MP7, then I filed the magazines into an easily accessible pocket in my backpack, and dashed down the now-empty hallway.

There were no other Combine soldiers that had come my way after this; I guess they assumed that I was dead by now. Obviously none of them had any idea who they were dealing with. I was a survivor of Libya, and even more so, I was a survivor of the Seven Hour War. That was something only a few people had survived. All of the other slaves in the building had come from cities that weren't even involved in the war. They were lucky; they didn't have to see their friends and comrades die in front of their face; they didn't have to be overwhelmed by the hopelessness of their survival; they didn't have to stare destruction straight in the face.

Moving on, I headed down the staircase toward the second floor. Fortunately, I heard no voices, so I figured that all was going to be safe on my trip down the building. Opening the unharmed door and silently sliding into the hallway, I quickly realized that the coast was clear. I would be entirely safe until I reached the entry doors.

Yet I was only a tiny bit skeptical at my ideas; this hallway was not perfectly straight and narrow like the others that lead the floors above me. At the end of this comparatively wider hallway, there was a sharp turn in the path, so I, not expecting anything too deadly, carefully navigated the bend.

Once I had spotted that telltale blue armor, I instantly retracted into the bare section of the hallway and back into safety. Without delay, I mused over my options: I could charge straight in like I had the last time and barrel through the soldiers without ceasing my fire, but I couldn't know exactly how many soldiers were filling the fatal path, and the length of time that it would take me to use up my ammunition could be simply estimated at best. At another angle, from the other soldiers' MP7s, I had taken with me a couple of small grenades that could be launched from one of the compartments on the gun. I could take some soldiers down with those, but I'm not sure that they could turn any corners and harm any significant fraction of the squad. And so far, these were the only options that I had to work with, using what weapons I had, at least.

Remaining completely motionless, I scanned my area of the corridor for anything useful. There were no weapons in clear sight, but something interesting caught my eye. In the room to my right, it appears that the door had been kicked open with more force than usual, and there was yet another dead slave lying on the floor, dozens of bullet holes piercing his blood-soaked skull. And the interesting component was that his right arm appeared to be reaching for something that was hidden underneath the shade of his featureless bed. If this object was the last thing that had ever been reaching for, than he must have thought that it could have potentially saved his life, so who's to say that it won't save mine?

Making sure to keep my steps as light as feathers, I slowly made my way inside the room, carefully handling the door as it shut behind me. Once I was completely safe, I noiselessly stuck my arm down under the slave's bed where his arm had been reaching. I bent the arm so as to pull it back, and in the light I realized that in his tightly wrapped fingers was a pin. Not a hairpin and certainly not a clothespin. It was tiny, a miniscule strand of metal that ended in a perfect aluminum circle that was coiled around his index finger. Suddenly I began to hear rapid, muffled beeps. This was no ordinary pin. This was a _grenade_ pin.

All I could do before the grenade destroyed everything in the room and sent what it hadn't destroyed flying was strike out the door and get most of myself out of the place. Luckily, I had escaped the heart of the blow, but, along with the debris, I was thrown down the hallway, and my head crashed into the door to the stairwell that lead to the third floor.

For the moment, I guess I was in some sort of paralysis state, because every time I tried to move, I began to feel sick and immediately the muscle tension was ceased. My vision was horribly blurred, and I had no idea whether it was the smoke or the shock of the explosion that did that. But slowly, I did regain my sight. And what I saw was that, through the smoke and rubble, dozens of Combine soldiers were emerging, unharmed by the explosion, ready to kill me.

Now a bit recovered from the blow, I hastily fumbled at my belt for my pistol. Sliding out the barrel, I took down a couple of soldiers by sticking bullets in their brains, finishing some of the others off with the grenade from my sub-machine gun. No question, this explosion was far more efficient and a lot less powerful than the other grenade, but it did activated some debris, and the thing that was odd was that, after the first explosion, I had not noticed the few other grenades that had slowly been rolling out of the room with the rubble. Of course, I did notice them now, as the subtle explosion took its course and sent one of these grenades flying straight into my lap.

Applying absolutely zero thought to this, I shoved the grenade into my pack and stood, shooting down a couple more soldiers with my MP7. From my peripheral vision I noticed two more grenades of the same measure, and, frightened, saw that one of them was in flames, probably from the blast of my MP7 grenade. Having no time to lose before I get blown to bits, I hurriedly snatched up the grenade that was not lit with deadly fire and dashed through some more Combine soldiers and down the rest of the hallway toward the door that would lead down to floor one.

Spinning around toward my back side, I drove several bullets through some remaining soldiers that I had passed just as they had turned to kill me. I heard the grenade blow the rest of the debris and rubble into oblivion, and the floor beneath my feet shook terribly, causing me to stumble and lean against the wall in an attempt to steady myself. Turning back around again, I made my way further down the hallway, opened the door to the stairwell and headed down the steps, knowing that even if voices were not present, it did not mean that my enemies were not. This is my last chance to leave this building alive, and based on my experiences on the previous floors, I knew that the odds of that happening were greatly in my favor.

Moving ever so silently, I pushed down the handle and swung the door open, expecting to see more Combine soldiers. But the hallway was bare. No living thing stood on its premises, or at least not on the part of it that I could see. There was the long, empty hallway before me, twisting to the right at the end, and exceeding that was the entrance room, a small windowed area that held the two double doors that would lead outside. At the end of the hall, before the turn, I saw a tiny room that was void of any door, but held what looked like useful supplies.

Heading straight down toward the end of the hallway, I entered the dark room and flicked on the light switch, exposing a small wooden crate that lay before me on the ground. Curious, I smashed it open with my crowbar, and surprisingly, it held very useful supplies: two med kits in perfect condition, made complete with a health vial and gauze wrap for more serious injuries. Although there were a few in my pack, I used these to patch up my minimal gunshot wounds and to make sure I was as healthy as possible before I faced the mother squad of Overwatch soldiers. After using up the med kits, I stood, but not before feeling the ground shake once again, this time with more force, as if there had been an entire earthquake packaged into one simple second.

Rotating myself around to face the entryway to the room, I heard a strange noise, one that would come from a young mammal suckling on its mother's teat. It kept repeating itself, not ceasing, so I stuck my head through the space between the room and the hallway, and noticed the oddest of all animals in front of me. It was something that I had never seen before in my life: a crab-like animal that consisted of a thick little round body, with two small stubby legs at its front and two comparatively larger legs in the back facing me. The color of its skin was very tan, but more toward the base of its structure there were many extremely dark red spots, and I couldn't help thinking of dried blood. Apparently sensing my presence, the creature spun itself around, and I noticed that there were numerous fangs of the same tan color lining the front of its body.

Trying to appear friendly, I lightly waved my hand up beside my head, meandering out of the room. The creature slowly moved its stubby legs toward me, and I jumped, terrified, as it swiftly leapt up to the exact height of my head, showing off an enormous dark hole on the center of its body that I assumed to be its mouth. But this was not any kind of good observation, as the creature flew toward me, using its huge maw to completely envelop my face. And right as the horrid thing grabbed me I began screaming my throat dry, and felt its gooey saliva touch my head as it vacuumed my entire face into its fangs. Making sure that the beast would come to doing no true harm, I, in an awful panic state, fumbled for the crowbar in my belt and beat the monster until I felt the horrific suckling and digesting stop, and knew that I had killed it. Falling to the floor, I wrenched the terrible beast off of my head and began to pant heavily, feeling the shock of the near-death experience creep up on me the same way as the strange animal had.

Standing up, I began to prepare myself for more military combat, extracting more health vials and becoming completely healed. I took some of the gauze wrap and wiped the think mucus from the top of my head, almost gagging at the texture of the substance. It was unusually thick but ran as smoothly as maple syrup, making it a disgusting fluid to even touch in this kind of way. Putting away the med kits and making sure that I was completely prepared for what I knew I had to face, I, taking a short look back at the vacant hall, headed toward the doors and opened them to the sunlight.


	3. We Don't Go to Libya

"We Don't Go to Libya…"
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Date: June 14, 2019

Place: Tripoli, Libya, in a boarded-up, abandoned house

Name: Juliane Eichmann, Age 26

The screaming. It was all that I could hear.

Oh, god, the screaming. The endless shrieking, tearing through the infinite night, only to be captured by the dark and turned into a black void of fear. It grabbed all living souls, it ripped them apart and drank their essence, spitting them out after they were cold and dry and lifeless. The murdered spirits of the victims that it consumed cried on their own terms, joining in a hollow chorus of pure agony. There were moans, echoes of howls that pierced the darkness as well, but none so much as the screams. The screams had been what emptied the town. They were what had brought me in.

I only care to help those who have been struck soulless and disembodied. Those tortured wretches had done nothing to deserve their fate, I believed, and I felt that it was my duty to free them. I am no sort of soul-saver or preacher. I am simply a woman. A woman who had no fear.

That was until now. Until I had stayed long enough in this town, stricken by the pain of those surrounding me, that I became weak and thin. I have lost my life, in a figurative meaning, and I had devoted my wavering body to saving them, the screamers, the howlers, and the moaners. The mutants. The ones that meant no harm.

I did eventually leave my comrades who would journey the world, fighting off these horrific invaders, the Combine, as they were called, and they left me here, knowing that I was firm in my beliefs and stubborn as hell. They knew that there was no deciding me, as I decided myself what I would do with my life. Yes, they knew, and they trusted me to know what was best for me. That is true, partially, but I am afraid that that piece of me is slowly dying.

The only thing that separated me from the screamers was that I arrived late. That I was a newcomer, after all of the creatures had had their chance at victory. It is true, that I did arrive in this country after the attack, but I knew very well what was heading for me. They were not prepared for my approach, yet I was for theirs; I was lucky enough to be lent some firearms a heavy monkey wrench and was smart enough to take in them all. I had the chance to be prepared. Those sorry, lost, screaming souls, well, they were far less fortunate.

It is a gruesome process, from what I have seen, to be consumed by one of these creatures. At first, they look like easy-to-kill vermin that go down with one swift blow, and they are, unless you miss. Luckily, I hadn't missed and had bolted down an alleyway in search of proper shelter. For those who do miss, well…they are the screamers.

And I do not blame them for screaming, not at all, because what a headcrab does is it latches onto the head of its human host, forming connections with the victim's brain through an agonizes digestion process. The creature then uses the brain connection to control the central nervous system, and begins to digest its host from the inside out while controlling its entire body. I've read up on this stuff; I know the facts. We call them zombies, but they are not actually zombies; no, they are conscious, living beings that are forced to endure whatever these sadistic creatures decide to do to them. I've heard that the hosts are used for sustenance and protection, mainly, and the "zombies" end up looking like normal humans, but with a tan, crab-like, fanged beast for a head, a torso that's been torn apart to reveal ribs and internal organs, awkwardly bent limbs, and blood simply all over, covering their entire mangled body.

It is truly a horror to see them, to hear the muffled cries under the relentless parasites, but there are others. There are other mutants more horrid and vile than you will ever know, but you will not want to hear me tell you about them. These here are just the moaners, and the others, they are the howlers and the screamers.

In this realm, I have remained quiet while hunting my mutated allies and the silence has stuck with me, causing me to keep my voice non-existent. No, I do not speak, when speaking here is obsolete; I merely do what I must to save the tortured bodies of the ones who were once as I am. Speaking plays no part in it, so I keep my mouth shut, apart from the involuntary cries at night when my dreams are haunted by dark nightmares. These nightmares are horrific, terrifying, and spirit crushing to the point where I feel completely hopeless until I awake the following day. One of these dreams, I have tonight.

I am still able to hear the moans, the screams, the cries, and the howls of the wretched monsters that surround me. I can hear them, but even more importantly, I listen to them, empathizing with their distress and feeling tears stream down my face when I know that I cannot aid them.

_I cannot help you, _I think. _I cannot save you. I cannot do anything for you. Please, leave me alone…_

Nevertheless, the monsters scream on. They cry out to me, pleading, begging, hoping that I may reach out to them and free them from their prison of agony. Suddenly, the details come in, and I notice that my back is tightened against a thick metal pole, my hands tied with rope behind it. I struggle, but it is no use; I am trapped, with the mutants closing in around me. What do they want me for? What am I to them?

I hear the cry of a headcrab zombie once again. The scream penetrates my soul even further than it did before. This is certainly a true nightmare.

Opening my eyes to look out at the horrid creatures, I see that they are indeed surrounding me, and that they are the ones that tied me against this pole in the first place. Struggling to free myself again, I find once more that the struggling is futile, and that the zombies are able to do whatever their parasites of heads wish them to, without resistance from me.

As if coinciding with my exact thoughts, one of the normal zombies, accompanied by other types of zombies that are too vulgar of monsters to describe, steps forward toward me, holding out a flesh-colored lump in its sharpened, twisted fingers. As the zombie approaches, the other zombies retreat, and I am left to stare at the large, fanged, bloody, horrible lump of a pest that is a head crab, sitting in the arms of its brother's host.

Immediately, I begin shrieking, knowing what the zombies' intentions were for my fate. I scream longer than I know possible, tears streaming down my face and adrenaline pumping through my body like blood while the zombie uses its torn, bent legs to advance on me with my fate literally in its mangled hands. If it is at all possible now, I find myself shrieking louder than I was previously, crying out to all of the gods that I know to stop this horror, and by this point, I lose interest in the fact that this is a dream. Dream or not, all I truly want to do is escape, to stop the petrifying mind game that lodged itself in my brain. Screeching and bawling my throat and eyes dry, I look into the horrendous maw of the head crab that determines my awful fate, and my vision goes dark as the bloody hole closes around my head for good.

The scream that tore through my suddenly tangible throat was the only thing that had awoken me. I bolted up straight from my curled up position on the mattress, realizing that my eyes were wide open, bloodshot, and filled with a terror that could only be experienced as a result of living here. In Libya.

I didn't like to call it Libya, though, or even Tripoli for that matter. I called it the Land of the Dead. Some people could replace the name with "Hell," or "The Underworld," a realm filled with the dark, tortured souls of the ones who entered. Yes, Hell is a nice name for this place. I'll call it Hell.

Once more, a spirit-shattering shriek echoed through the morning air, and I shivered and recoiled away from my boarded-up window that hung to the right of my bed. That was a sign that today would be just like the others. Filled with screams, moans, and howls, and fraught with horror.

I really still wasn't used to it. If anything, I was more petrified of the creatures than I had been when I'd arrived. Well, that was what would be expected of any normal human being, but I shouldn't be normal; if I were the average passerby, my brains would be in the possession of one of those terrible parasitic bugs by now. No, I can't be normal. It cannot be allowed, if I am to survive here.

Still a little dozy, I wiped my eyes, yawning, and stood up from my bed. Standing a little closer to my window than I was usually, I looked outside and found that the zombies were standing a good distance from the parameters of my old, long-abandoned home, their cries now off in the distance. I smiled, knowing completely that this moment, right now, would be the greatest joy of the day. Everything would gradually grow worse from here.

Yes, today was a usual day, and it was usual enough that I felt that I could stand, and not have any sort of trouble. Eat breakfast, check ammunition, ready shotgun, step out of the door, and kill zombies. My schedule was always as simple as that. I wouldn't eat for the rest of the day; no, my appetite always followed the path of the first zombie that I shoot. And I found that I did not mind this at all.

Stepping out of the bedroom doorway and into the kitchen, I made my way to the refrigerator across from the door and, on the way, noticed my 9-millimeter pistol lying harmlessly on the small, thin white table that stood by the refrigerator. I pulled out the milk from the fridge, took a bowl from the sink in the counter adjacent to it, and poured myself a full serving of cereal from the box that sat on the counter, drenching it in milk. Sitting in the rusty old white chair at the table, I picked up the same spoon that I had used yesterday, and all of the days before that, and filled myself with the food.

About halfway through the bowl, I noticed some zombie-like moaning very close to myself, and looked around, seeing that another one of the boarded-up windows, on the same wall as in my room, was struggling to hold back a zombie that had noticed my presence here. Sighing, and giving up my food for the rest of the day, I took up my pistol and placed four bullets into the headcrab on top of the zombie's brain, watching as it spurted its surplus of blood onto the strained boards and crumpled to the ground.

Laying down my gun for the moment, I stood with my half-filled cereal bowl and poured the remainder of the soggy flakes down the rusted, fungus-covered sink, scraping the sticking flakes off with my spoon since I had no running water with which to wash it down. Grimacing at the disgust of the recent occurrence, I set the bowl down into the sink and walked over to the small closet perpendicular to the front door, which was at the end of the narrow hallway across from the end of the counter. I opened the door and stared at my marvelous SPAS-12 shotgun that rested against the back wall of the closet next to my thick green military backpack, the countless piles of ammunition (both for the shotgun and the pistol) scattered around the floor. Hoisting up the backpack and stuffing in ammunition cartridges (along with medkits from the shelf near the ceiling), I slung the shotgun strap around my shoulder and headed over to the flimsy-looking table to retrieve my handy pistol. Feeling as if I had everything that I needed, I removed the heavy bolts that were blocking the front door and walked outside into the bright daylight.

Now, there are a few things that I must tell you before you can fully understand these creatures, these mutants. The zombies that I've told you about are not the singular inhabitants here. In this realm, there are monsters that are far worse than these weak things. You see, the Combine felt that it would be useful to them to take these headcrabs and change them; change their DNA to create entirely new species for use against the resistance. They changed them all right, and from the ordinary headcrabs emerged two types: fast headcrabs and poisonous headcrabs, as I like to call them. These creatures are very self-explanatory; the fast headcrabs are more spider-like, thin and nimble and perfectly horrific predators to mankind; the poisonous types are much, much, more deadly pests, but they look very much like the fast types, only black, and they carry a deadly neurotoxin that they use to easily murder and zombify their prey. The zombification processes differ from the average mutant as well; a fast headcrab, instead of ripping apart its victim's torso, strips the mutant of all skin and organs, leaving it to burn in the agony of its muscular dark red body, screaming as it leaps forth to attack its prey. The poisonous zombie undergoes a much similar process, tearing off skin on the torso, but leaving the legs unharmed, and making the back bones bare and enlarged for the headcrab's friends to ride on the victim's back to be thrown at a specific target.

Yes, these monsters are disgusting, but they are real, all too real for me. Even though it is my sworn duty to free these mutants, it is terrifying to do so, and I can only hope that someday my work will pay off. Only then will I be free from here.

I stepped out of my doorway, and, as usual, I was immediately attacked by a fast zombie, hearing the soul-splitting scream that caused all of my body's blood to recede into my heart. Holding up the shotgun barrel to defend myself, I felt the zombie's sharpened fingers strike and push against the gun. I struggled to shove the beast aside, and then took off its head with a single blow. As one of the normal zombies approached me on the side, I shot another shell and struck the zombie directly below where I had been aiming at the head, and the body fell backward on the thick sandy ground as its headcrab popped off its head. The insolent pest leapt at my face, but I was able to deflect the blow with a curved strike towards it with the gun's stock, and it dropped to the ground unmoving. Another normal-looking zombie stumbled at me from the other side, and attempted to strike me from above, but I immediately held its scissor hands off with my shotgun barrel, as I had before, and shot the zombie in the face with my conveniently placed pistol, taking back my shotgun as the zombie collapsed onto the ground.

Letting my guard drop and heaving out a large breath, reloaded both my shotgun and my pistol so that I could be prepared for the next round of zombies.

The next thing I knew, I was smacked in the back of the head with a heavy, fleshy object, and I dropped down onto the ground in a daze. Then I turned to my right and found myself staring at the fangs of a poisonous black headcrab.

Anticipating its inevitable attack, I quickly whipped my backpack around my body in order to cover up my face and stood straight up, only to listen to the moans and howls of a poisonous headcrab zombie behind me. I used the backpack to my advantage, though, and sent that headcrab careening away from me with a hefty strike.

For quicker aim and more agility, I gripped the stock of my pistol and let it slide from its holster as I delivered a well-placed bullet through the zombie's brain, removing my monkey wrench to deflect the leaps of the remaining headcrabs from the mutant's body. I effectively silenced the shrieks of these headcrabs, and, replacing the pistol and wrench back into my belt, readied the shotgun that had been slung across my hip.

All was clear. It was an odd feeling though; it was something that I had hardly ever felt in my time here, the serenity of being alone in the space outside my shack. I knew that there were many more of these zombies in the other parts of town that were walled off, and they would always arrive here when they smelled my human scent out in the open air. But now there were none. Absolutely none.

I could hear their screaming, their cries of agony elsewhere of course, but the fact that they were not near me was perplexing. I quickly whipped my head around in every direction to make sure that I was indeed correct, and I was (well, except for a lonely head crab that had been silently crawling toward me), but it was an eerie thought. An eerie thought in the eerie air.

I found another crab on its way to approach my body, yet this time it was the black, spindly, poison type. Once it felt that it could reach my face, it launched its thin body at me, and I was pleased to strike it down into the dense, searing sand that lay beneath my feet. Any kill today was a victory.

Through these long years in this abandoned city, I had made my killings a work of habit, and thus into a work of pleasure. Killing was my purpose, it was my identity, but it is now also my hobby. In the first few months of my residence, I had thought of my sprees in the desert air as more of my duty than my desire, but day after day, month after month, year after _year _of this dirty profession has lead itself to be transformed into something fun and exciting. It is, after all, what provides my entertainment in this lonely place.

Now I am alone. Quiet and alone. Not alone in mind, not quite yet, but still in body. And it frightened me. Without constant threat I am to revert to everyday thoughts: my old family, my old home, everything in my past that had brought me here. It was awful. So awful. Time has not allowed me to think, and now that it has, I do believe that it is one of the very worst experiences of my life. To know that my past is lost and gone and dead and buried. I cannot handle this. It has brought my guard down.

Slowly but surely, I found myself fighting back, struggling against this zombie that had tackled me now, that had been torn from its flesh and everything beneath it, with only muscle and bone left behind. Its shrill shriek stole my ears, stomping on them, and they crumbled like papers under rocks. I could feel the pure agony of its mangled body harden against my flesh as its muscles contracted while it attempted to maul me and tear my limbs from their rightful place. I was pushing back, gripping the bare bone of my attacker, as it screamed and moaned and died before me, over an over again, the parasite sucking out all of the essence that it once had.

Suddenly, a sharp, searing pain zipped across my arm, and the growling zombie shrieked again, having found new blood to control. Screaming with it, I managed to heave my knee up against my chest and catapult my foot through the zombie's body, sending it flying into the bright air and down to the rocky sand below.

The zombie fell, and, having the minuscule width that it had, bounced off of the ground and landed back up on its feet. With a screech that once more tore through my eardrums, it bounded across the thick desert land toward me, using it arms to push itself forward like an angry bear.

_There should be more,_ I thought. _There should be others. Why aren't there any others?_

So I did something that I would never, ever, have done if there was a zombie on its way to murder me. I took a quick look back behind myself as a readied my shotgun, in order to make sure this was the only threat that I had to deal with. But once I turned my head back toward that mutant animal, it was already too late. It launched itself toward me and I waited for my gruesome, inevitable end to come. Merely a fraction of a second later the zombie was laying dead on the sand with the imprint of a shotgun barrel in its spidery head. The crab fell off, only to reveal an agonized face that looked as though it was still in pain, not unlike the prominent face in the American horror film, _Scream_. As I held the shotgun in my hand with the end facing the zombified body, I realized that I had just saved my own life.

Then there was another noise. It sounded like the mixture of a cat purring and the wings of an angry bee fluttering behind my back. So, I did the logical thing, and turned my head around to see what it was—

"Down!"

As the fluttering noise and the hissing grew louder, I felt a strong jolt of energy and a sack of oddly shaped bones colliding with my body, and I toppled to the ground in a daze. It took me a little while to gather what had just happened, and as my blurry vision came into focus, I noticed two light green arms wrapped around me. I knew that that voice sounded familiar.

The alien's forearms slid from my body and left me there on the sand. And that was all right, because I didn't feel entirely comfortable with standing right now. The green alien stood in front of me, its pyramid-shaped feet right at my waist, as it faced a creature that I could not recognize. This alien looked a bit like a four-legged spider, but much larger, about the size of a clothes dresser. It was green as well, the same green as the alien that had saved me, but with spots and dark patterns all across its thick exoskeleton. The creature had a square mouth at its front that hid five small teeth, with an angled kite-shaped backside that pointed upwards, yet not entirely at ninety degrees. Out of the backside came four spindly appendages: two large legs that angled downward, came back up, and then shot down again to reach the sand beneath its mouth; and two more stubby legs that angled back to keep its body weight even.

As I had been observing this strange monster, which was no doubt the work of the Combine, the alien in front of me had raised one of its arms, coiling back one of the two fingers on it.

"I will give you one chance," it told the creature, the accent confirming for me that it was indeed a Vortigaunt, "one chance to run away."

The creature retreated slightly, in fear of the Vortigaunt's wrath, and I wondered if these two species had encountered before. Then it looked at me, and even though it didn't seem as though it had eyes, I knew that it looked at me. I could feel its senses bearing down on me, and I feared for my very life. It shuffled forward and hissed, and then exploded in a burst of green blood and various body parts as the Vortigaunt sent a wave of green energy at the beast.

The Vortigaunt then turned to me, and I once again felt the pure energy of its presence. "Come," it said. "We don't have much time."

I ran through the desert air with the speedy green alien, following in its triangular tracks as it fled further to my front. My pistol was gripped at my belt, but to be honest, it was quite unnecessary, as the Vortigaunt ensured that all zombies were taken care of before I even saw them.

In time, as I was dashing along, I realized that I felt relaxed. The Vortigaunt's measures to keep me safe were calming, but I could not content myself with this idea. It was strange, foreign, _alien_, even, to know that I was protected, to feel any sense of security in these times, in this country. All my life, I had never felt anything like this before, I had never felt truly _safe_; I didn't even now, but this was the closest that I had gotten in a very long time.

I shook off these thoughts and gripped the stock of my pistol tighter, until my fingers turned white. I would not let this get to me, not again.

And just in time, too. As a fast zombie appeared from out of the air with a soul-splitting shriek that drove true terror into all of my body's blood, an enormous spinal bone slammed into my sternum, sending me crashing into the tough ground grain and cutting across the skin of my forearms. Not yet reacting to the immense pain, I held up my pistol and sent five consecutive bullets into the zombie's brain. It fell limp onto the stricken Vortigaunt, and I let out an agonized breath as I collapsed on the sand. I coughed once, and grunted as I felt daggers in my chest.

The Vortigaunt sprung up on his feet and rushed over to me, clutching my body in his scraggly green fingers. I looked up at him, and from his small arm that connected to his chest emerged a green glow that radiated onto my body, healing my wounds. I still felt the pain, but it was dull, the sensation of the remains of the blow to my chest, arms, and back. I lifted my head, intending to thank him, but he quickly stopped me.

"Do not speak, my friend," he told me as the green energy began fading away. "I implore you, do not speak. You must save your energy for the fight."

Slowly, I nodded, understanding that it was still a waste of time to speak, that it was still obsolete in these dark times.

The Vortigaunt helped me regain my balance and stand back up on my feet. Even though my wounds had been repaired, my inner ear was still a little shaky.

"Are you all right?" he asked.

I nodded, truthfully.

"I would hope so," he replied. "In times like these, resilience is a necessary trait."

He was correct, painfully correct, because right then I found myself again part of the resistance, blowing the head straight off of a normal headcrab zombie. After we had confirmed that there were no remaining threats in the area, the Vortigaunt motioned for me to follow alongside him toward what I expected would be his defended base. The shotgun still in my hand, I ran with him, but I was concerned, very concerned. The emptiness of the desert was bothering me. On a normal day, the loads would come in endless dozens, but now there was only a few at a time. I didn't understand it. I hoped that later, there would be some sort of explanation.

Yet suddenly, I noticed that same buzzing, growling noise that I'd heard before straight behind me, and whipped my shoulders around to see one of those creatures that the Vortigaunt had killed glaring right into my eyes. It took to the air, growling even louder than it had been, and pounced upon me as it gnashed forth with its strange teeth, ripping off some of my hair as I ducked underneath it. As it passed across the space above me, the alien made it way back to the sand and turned to face me once again. I was hoping that the Vortigaunt would help me out, but I soon heard him blasting energy onto another zombie, and took out my shotgun to defend myself.

However, I realized then that I had run out of easily accessible ammunition for the gun, and as I began switching it for my pistol, another fast zombie tackled me with a hell-raised screech and growled as it prepared for its feast, and my shotgun clattered down on the hard sand. I was pinned down, without a gun, and the fast zombie above me was about to strike, when another buzzing alien soared across the air and caught the zombie in its teeth, knocking it off of me. I stood just as another one of the green aliens that had saved me emerged from the sand to my surprise, and I cocked my pistol to shoot, but instead I tagged a normal zombie in the back as it blocked my fire and began clawing at the creature that I was trying to kill. It turned on its mangled feet to face me, but the alien behind it advanced and attacked with its pointed spears of legs, distracting the zombie and saving me quite a bit of time. I looked around the area, and all around me there were zombies and aliens brawling each other, taking no notice of the Vortigaunt and me. It was, undoubtedly, a pleasant surprise.

"It seems that the antlions and these headcrab mutants are natural enemies!" the Vortigaunt said to me in amazement.

_Antlions?_ I wondered. I didn't know what he meant, so I frowned at him. He saw, and understood my confusion.

"Antlions, my friend. This is what these green beasts are called. I am sorry to say that I share my world with them, but they can be tamed, and they can be of assistance in some cases. But they are terrible creatures, and you must be cautious around them."

I nodded my head in response, to show that I understood.

"Duck!" he shouted suddenly, and I crouched to my knees and looked above as the zombie, the one that I had accidentally shot, swooped a giant claw through the air, which had been aimed for my head.

The Vortigaunt, in retaliation, sent a wave of bright green energy at the zombie, and it collapsed down onto the sand. I stood up from the crouch, and took down another aloft antlion that was headed for me as the Vortigaunt dealt with its share of zombies and antlions. After shooting another poisonous zombie and its band of neurotoxin-filled headcrabs with my pistol, I quickly reloaded the supply of shotgun rounds in my belt and took aim at yet another antlion that seemed to be approached my vicinity. I blew it apart in a spray of guts, wings, and various limbs, and slid another set of rounds into the magazine, taking my aim once again at the several threats before me. I was taken down to the sand by yet another antlion that had sprung from behind me, before another fast zombie leapt above me and tackled that same antlion. I jumped from the ground and shot them both, afterward slaying another normal zombie by a blow to the headcrab with my shotgun stock.

It seemed that most of the threats were gone for now. Beside two measly antlions (which the Vortigaunt and I took care of easily) that had survived their fights with the zombies, there wasn't really anything left for us to defend ourselves against, at least in the immediate area. The Vortigaunt turned to face me.

"These antlions…they have not been on this land before, correct?"

I shook my head; I had never seen these creatures before in my life, and I'd been in Hell for almost three years now, and the zombies were all I'd ever seen.

"It seems so," he mused. "Well, our destination is not too far from here. If we are quick, we will arrive without too much trouble."

I nodded to him, and we were off like the wind, bounding across the desert toward his "destination." And, he was right; there wasn't much trouble at all before we arrived, except for one poison zombie (which the Vortigaunt and I successfully extinguished with an energy blast and a few good swipes of my wrench), one easily perishable fast zombie, and one flimsy antlion.

So, before we knew it, we were at the base. Well, I expected it to be a base; but really, it was a hole in the ground. Literally. Our destination was a hole in the ground, which I was confused by, before the Vortigaunt said to me, "Through here. You will be pleased with our work."

He jumped into the pitch-dark hole, which I soon realized was a tunnel after I followed and he used his alien energy skills to supply us with light. After walking down the slanted, winding cave for a while, we approached a locked metal door that seemed heavily guarded with security mechanics. Beside the door was a keypad of numbers into which he typed a security code, which allowed the security on the door to unlock, and finally, open it up and let us inside.

It was fantastic. Magnificent. Glorious. Splendid. Amazing. It was the first nice thing I'd seen since Hell. The underground room was shaped like a long, enormous octagon, with a fifty-foot black wall underneath a white ceiling that curved upward and provided light for the room. To my left, there was a white hallway, and another on the wall opposite me at my far left end. Toward the back of the enormous room, there was an armed black helicopter full of supplies, as if it was ready to take off. In the center of the room, a man in a blue jacket, denim jeans, and a green form-fitting hat held a black sub-machine gun beside him while he worked at a large, bright panel on a giant table in the center of the room. Noticing that we had entered, he waved the Vortigaunt over, and as we approached him, he held out his hand to shake.

I took his hand. And it felt strange, very strange, so I recoiled a bit, expecting the hand to be a claw like the hands that the mutants used. But, confirming that he was, in fact, completely human, I stiffly went through with shaking his hand. The feeling of human contact, still, was a strange thing, and I wasn't quite used to it yet.

He smiled at me. "Jacob Garth. And you are…?"

It took me a while to respond to the question. I didn't entirely understand it, at first, and I took a bit to think about my answer as I slowly removed my hand from his grip.

"She remains silent," the Vortigaunt told Jacob. "She's lived up on the surface for many years. Time will pass before she speaks again."

"Well, you've certainly done a nice job with those zombies up there, I'll tell you that," said Jacob. "Braver than any of us down here."

I nodded at him in response. And before he could say anything else, another man dressed similarly to him exited the hall to my left.

"Who's the girl?" he asked Jacob.

"She's a survivor. Been up there for a couple years, I think. Good thing we had you check the surface, Vorty, because she would've been a goner."

"So it's ready? It's actually ready?"

I frowned at the Vortigaunt again, since I was confused as to what was ready, and what would have made me a "goner," as he put it. Jacob noticed my frowning and responded instead.

"The atom bomb. Been workin' on it for about six years now, ever since the war. When the war started, a bunch of us got together and had this base built so we could have a way to end it if it ever got out of hand. We built an atomic bomb right above the ceiling there so we could blow everything up if we needed to. But if we had known that the war would have been so short, we wouldn't have bothered, but it's kind of here now, so we decided to keep working on it after the Combine attacked, and eventually, the place got infested with those headcrabs. We just recently finished work on the bomb, and now that you're here and no one's on the surface, we can let it blow and make our getaway. Come here." He motioned for me to look with him at the giant screen on the table. There was a map of Libya, and a red dot in the middle, on the mountain next where we found the tunnel. "Now, we're here," he said, pointing to the red dot, "and that's also where we're setting off the bomb. We'll kill off all the zombies, and in a few years, if the Combine is destroyed, the place will hopefully be habitable again. But we can't defeat the Combine without getting to City 17." He zoomed out of the map and zoomed in to a city somewhere in Eastern Europe, where there was a large building with a blue dot on it. "This is the Citadel. There's one in every city, but this is the biggest of them, and that's where Dr. Breen and Dr. Freeman are. We need to get to Dr. Freeman as soon as we can and help him in his fight against the Combine. You've heard of Dr. Freeman, haven't you?"

I nodded. Dr. Gordon Freeman was a legend, and even though I had been removed from civilized society for three years, I still knew who and what I was fighting for.

"Good. Well, soon, we're going to get in that helicopter over there, make our way to City 17, and blow this place up. Good riddance to those zombies, finally." Jacob turned to the Vortigaunt. "You didn't see any antlions up there, did you?"

"Yes, we did," the Vortigaunt replied. "Many antlions. Dozens."

"Huh. They must have followed you up there. Getting rid of these zombies is easier than I thought."

"So you're sure it's ready?" the other man asked Jacob.

"Yes, Pete, I am absolutely sure," he replied, swiping across the panel and bringing up a detailed image of what I assumed was the bomb. "There is nothing that could malfunction. We've been working on this for six years! What could possibly go wrong?"

"Well, nothing," Pete replied. "I'm just making sure, is all."

Jacob nodded and went back to his work. "Give me ten minutes," he said, "and then we're out of here."

After a quick ten-minute nap in an extra bedroom down one of the halls, I made my way back to central control room, where it seemed Jacob was readying a remote control panel for the bomb, with Pete on the other side of the panel.

"I tell you," he said, "that 'copter is the most reliable you can come by. I didn't just buy it for the guns, although the guns are a pretty nice accessory. It'll get us to where we need to go, and it'll get us there fast."

"Alright," Jacob replied, chuckling, "you don't need to sell it to me. Just convince me I'm making a good decision with it. I'm doing it anyway." "I know, I know. I just want to make sure you know that it's a reliable source of transportation. You can't go wrong with her."

"Well, okay then," said Jacob. He appeared to finish up his work on the remote control, and flipped one of the switches. "So we're ready. Pete. You want to start up the helicopter?"

"Give me the ceiling, and we'll do it."

"Will do." Jacob touched the panel again, and a large piece of the ceiling lifted up, as if cut out, and slid back to show the sky above the base.

Pete jogged over to the helicopter and started it up, making the propeller spin and spin faster and faster, like a gigantic ceiling fan. The wind from the propeller tugged at me, and then pushed me away with its powerful force. Jacob needed to shout in order to speak coherently.

"Vorty, you comin'?"

And sure enough, out of one of the white hallways came the Vortigaunt, making his way past the panel and to the helicopter. I picked up my bag and guns from where I had left them against the wall across from the panel, and followed behind Jacob as he took his remote control into the helicopter.

"Closing doors!" Pete shouted as he pressed a button that enclosed the helicopter in the two doors, one on each side. "Lifting off!" he shouted at us as the helicopter raised higher and higher, passing the hole in the ceiling and leading us above the mountain and above Tripoli itself, and before long, we were up with the clouds, flying northwest toward the Eastern European border.

Jacob held out his remote control for everyone to see, and said to us, "Tripoli destruction in three…two…one…" while holding his finger above the "Detonate" button on the remote, and eventually, pressing it.

I understood why we had doors. About one second after Jacob pushed the button, the entire craft was blown to the right, shaking and bumping around uncontrollably, severely affected by the massive blow down in Libya. However, we eventually straightened out the helicopter, and, with the zombies finally taken care of, set our course for the legendary City 17.


	4. Stalker

Stalker

_Disclaimer: The information described in the story below is the copyright of the Valve Corporation. Although this is my original story, I did not generate the background story regarding this passage. The story below consists of merely the same background as the Half-Life series but from a different character viewpoint. This would simulate the exact same time as the beginning of the video game Half-Life 2._

Date: June 14, 2019

Place: On the outskirts of Larkhall, Scotland

Name: Lance Higher, age 22

"It works, Lance, trust me. It'll get you under cover just like it did with me. Even though it 'doesn't show off your features,' as you put it, that should be least of your worries. If Gordon Freeman were here, I'd ask him for advice. But he's not here. That doesn't mean we're alone, though. As long as we've got each other, we _can _defeat the Combine."

I nodded to the bright blue image of Barney Calhoun on the screen that lay before me, and, with the other parts of the Civil Protection suit on, strapped the bright gray gas mask onto my face.

"I'll see you in the City," he said before we both disconnected the transmission signal that had been servicing our call and the screen in front of me turned blank. I took a deep breath, looking around the tiny little shed that I'd been using for this call one last time, and exited through the door behind me.

If it hadn't been for the Combine's invasion, what with the Civil Protection Units, the scanners, and the abundance of Combine checkpoints like the one I'd just been using to my advantage, I might have actually recognized the street that I was on. There weren't any cars on it, just Combine checkpoints and tanks supplying them with extra force with which to control the humans. They were scum, but at least they weren't evil geniuses. That part had been left open for Dr. Breen, and I hated that man to almost no end. There may be an end to my hatred for him and the Combine, somewhere, but I sure as hell haven't found it yet.

A black Combine truck approached my left, past one of the checkpoints, and I began to execute my plan, walking into the road and holding out my hand to stop the vehicle.

"Is there a problem?" the soldier driving the truck asked me, slowly coming to a halt before reaching me.

I used my stolen stunstick and pointed in the direction of the fields of tall brown grass to the right of where the truck was pointing, outside the gates of the road and the city.

"Civil disturbance?"

I nodded to him, approaching the side of the vehicle on the passenger's side.

"Is it urgent?"

I nodded quickly, hoping he'd give me what I'd stopped him for.

"Join me in the truck. I will see you to your destination, and send for backup when we arrive."

I nodded to the soldier, for the third time now, and hopped into the sturdy vehicle. We drove past several Combine checkpoint stations, running alongside the same grass fields that I'd shown him, and eventually stopped at one of the larger stations that consisted of a large black bridge above the gates that his fellow Combine soldiers patrolled. The gate on the right would allow us access back into City 415, or Larkhall, from Highway 415 where we'd just been driving, and the one on the left would allow us to exit the city and the highway entirely into the grass fields where I'd reported the "disturbance." The soldier who was driving stopped the vehicle before the left gate, and, recognizing him as a fellow soldier, the one at that gate pushed a red button on the control panel on the bridge above the gate and opened it for us. We drove through the gate and into the fields of tall brown grass that was my destination, and the soldier turned to me as he drove.

"Which direction is this disturbance?"

Using my stunstick again, I pointed straight ahead, and, looking in the distance, I saw, on the ground, far away, railroad tracks that Barney had told me about when I'd called him the first time. Really, I was skeptical about being able to obtain one of these Civil Protection suits, but I found it particularly simple to catch a Metrocop alone, and with a gun, getting the suit was a piece of cake, but seeing one without its suit was something I wouldn't feel comfortable retelling. I was heading toward where I needed to go, so his plan didn't seem to be flawed, and right now, I was ready for the next step. It was around 4:00 in the afternoon right now, and that's when Barney said that the train was scheduled to pass through City 415 on its way to City 17. He said he didn't know what the train had in it, but that shouldn't matter to me as long as it got me to City 17 safely, to aid in the fight against Dr. Breen and the Combine. After all, that was Dr. Breen's headquarters, the Citadel in City 17. And that's where we would take him down.

As we began to approach the railroad tracks that I'd directed him toward, I gripped the pistol on my belt and activated my stunstick, beating the soldier with a swipe across the head. Falling off of the truck and stopping it, he landed on the grass before jumping up to shoot at me with his pistol, and I ducked and leapt off of the truck. He decided that he was advantaged and climbed back onto the truck, starting the vehicle up again. Nearly missing it, I grabbed onto the back of the truck just before it shot away, and took out my pistol from my belt, cocking the gun and aiming for the soldier's head. However, the soldier looked quickly behind him, and, planning to throw me off, jerked the wheel left and right and compromised my aiming ability. I shot a couple bullets at him, but they ended up either on the grass or on the hood of the truck. He shot back at me, and I ducked again, pretending to have fallen off the end, and gripped the rear of the truck with all the strength that I could muster.

A train horn sounded in the distance, but the soldier didn't seem to hear it as we neared the train tracks, getting closer with every second. I heard the soldier call for backup, but I knew that it was in vain; I'd be gone within five minutes, since we were right up to the tracks now. I moved quickly as the front wheels moved over the first rail, shooting those two tires flat with two deafening _bang_s.

I knew I saw something that he didn't. He stood from the truck onto the railroad, shooting at me again, and I shot at him a bit as well before clambering up onto the back of the truck. And, just in time too, I jumped onto the slick black train as it cut off half of the truck where I'd just been standing, and I heard several more pistols firing at me from a distance as they quickly faded away.

As instantly as I had been carried away from the scene, I tore off the smelly Metrocop mask, allowing the wind to blow in my hair and sting my face as the train blasted its way down the tracks. I was already on my way to victory, sent on the trail to City 17. In only a number of hours, Dr. Breen would be in my clutches, and I could finally stop all of this madness. However, I knew that I'd have to do some work on this train to get it to stop where I wanted it to. I couldn't get off right in the City; there were too many Metrocops and soldiers there, and I didn't want to risk being recognized if those soldiers back there had called their combine buddies in every other city.

I knew that I couldn't stay out here forever, either. These conditions were poor if I had any plans to be fully stable once I reached the City, and although there was no sign of any kind of life out here in the plains, I wouldn't want to seen by anyone in any city that I was going to pass. So, I began my work.

Searching for an entrance of some sort, I climbed forward along the top of the train, making sure to retain my tight grip on the metal rails that ran across the roof. The wind battered my hold on the rails, but I was determined to hold tight until I found an entrance. Soon, the search was over, and I saw below me on the left side of the monochromatic black train a rectangular protrusion from top to bottom with a tinted window near the top. Grunting as I struggled to keep my one hand on the rail, I took out my pistol and shot down at the seal to the door, sending sparks flying away in every direction. The seal did not break, so I shot again; the glass window cracked like earth on top of tectonic motion, but the seal was still unharmed. I slammed the pistol onto the top of the train in fury.

It was then that I realized that I only had one option to get that door open, and it wouldn't be easy. Below me, I spotted some sort of ledge at the base of the door that ran along the entire length of the train, and, replacing my pistol back in its holster, swung my legs over rail. My feet banged against the door, ricocheting off and blowing over toward the back of the train, straining my hold on the rails again, and I pulled myself forward so that my legs were floating directly over the door. Struggling to force my legs downward against the wind, I grabbed the door seal, which was a short cylinder where the door's handle should have been with a bright red light facing away from the train, and pushed my legs onto the ledge below the door. Usually, with this type of seal on the door, the lock would recognize the suit I was wearing as Combine, but since the train was moving, I understood that it wouldn't open for anyone. So, I reached into one of the suit's many belt compartments, and extracted from a holster my stunstick.

As soon as I had whipped out the black baton, it began to glow with a dull blue light. Using this to my advantage, I reared back as far as I could, with my other hand on the rail above and my feet on the ledge below, and struck the door seal. It sparked a little bit, then more, exploding in an electric light show before burning out and turning the red light to plain black. Satisfied, I grabbed the edge of the door that the seal had been on and yanked it open, climbing inside with one swift motion. The wind slammed the door shut behind me.

The inside of the train would've been pitch-black if not for a few maintenance lights that were placed on the ceiling. This car in particular was filled with dozens of compartments that seemed suitable for humans to fit in stacked from the back to the front of the narrow car in a perfect row. I couldn't tell what was inside them, but I assumed they were all empty. Looking around, I noticed a small screen held up at an angle by some form of pedestal, and watched the images flash by. It seemed to be some sort of filmed documentation of these compartments. At the beginning, the movie showed people in a smaller kind of restraint, bound in skeleton-like black metal casings in a giant hall full of these larger compartments. Sickened, I watched as these people were pulled back from the forefront of the screen by mechanical arms at the back of the restraints and encased in the larger metal compartments. I slowly looked back over at these compartments that had filled the car and reared back in disgust. Leaping forth at the casings, I struck the one at the front with my stunstick, but the barrier between myself and the person inside was impenetrable. Defeated and horrified at Dr. Breen and the Combine scum, I collapsed onto the floor of the car.

I stood up in good time. At least these people weren't dead, or harmed. At least they were safe. But where were they being taken? What did the Combine need them for? I sighed, realizing that I couldn't answer these questions alone.

Turning around, I noticed that there was a door leading to the next car, toward the front, and I realized that in order to stop the train properly, I would have to make my to the front car of the train, far ahead. So I began my trek.

I pressed the button beside the door that lead to the outside of the car, and the door slid smoothly and quickly open. Once again, the wind blew at my face and pierced my eyes, and I shielded myself from its wrath.

Suddenly, the door to the next car slid open as well, only to reveal a Civil Protection officer standing before me. For a second, and only one second, there was a brief period during which neither of us knew what to do; we just stared at each other, trying to figure what the next move would be and who would make it.

Almost on cue, we both raised up our pistols and shot at each other; however, my bullet went straight into the window of the car door in front of me as his crushed the panel that controlled the door to my car. And immediately, the officer began his work, shooting one side of the bolt connecting the two cars and then the other, weakening the bolt and allowing him to tear it from its confines. The car raced forth slightly ahead of me as I opened my car door. He shot at me again, but at the bottom of the car, and it lurched toward that side of the tracks, and as he shot the other side, I was thrown forward when the train suddenly stopped. Gun in hand, I embraced this sudden jolt and leapt across the tracks toward the car, tackling him into the car before he could close the door in front of me. As we carried forward on the tracks, the other cars behind us fell and crumpled into a heap of black metal.

I attempted to strike him by my left hand with my gun, but he managed to stop my arm on its way toward his face. He punched me square in the jaw with his left fist and kicked me up, after which I struck the top of the doorway and fell down, my torso in the car and my legs hanging off above the tracks. As he prepared to stomp his cleated boot into my face, I shot the bottom of his foot and jumped up into the car, slamming the control panel and shutting the door behind me. I smacked the soldier in the cheek with my pistol and he slammed back onto the floor, grabbing his gun as I stuck my boot onto his chest, pinning him down. He shot me in the shoulder and I, shouting in pain, fell back against the door and slumped down onto the floor. Anticipating his next move, I lead his arm upward with my arm as he attempted to shoot at my face, and he shot the control panel to the door. With his arms in my hands, I twisted around with him until his back faced the open air, and with a loud grunt I pushed him forward off of the train and onto the tracks below. He tried to shoot at me, but missed and hit the control panel instead, sealing that door to the car once and for all.

I turned around to face the inside of the car. This car was the same as the other, although the lights were brighter and it wasn't nearly as cramped; the abundance of the compartments of slaves was gone. Instead, there were stranger compartments that hung from the walls. I couldn't tell what was inside them, but possibly something living; from each of these small containers hung two thigh-like bits with metal extensions that looked as if they were pinned on from the sides.

I wouldn't need to worry about that right now, though. What mattered was that I was in here, I was alone, and I was safe on my way to City 17. Looking back, I had thought that it would be quite a lot more difficult than this. Not that there hadn't been some minor skirmishes that had blocked my path.

Grunting, I realized that there was a gaping hole in my shoulder, and I quickly searched my belt for the medkit that I had been carrying with me, first applying some pain relief medicine and then bandaging up the wound with some gauze. The medicine helped, and I realized that I was actually safe now, away from harm, so I decided to sit on the floor of the car underneath one of the containers on the wall behind me. Relaxed and comfortably seated, I began to doze off…

White light filled the air. It faded into a small suburban house, with carpeted floors and stairs leading up to bedrooms, and a bathroom, kitchen, and living room on the first floor. I looked up at the door handle to the bathroom, and my forty-year-old father walked out, rustling my hair endearingly. When he removed his hand, though, I grabbed it, pulling him closer. I didn't want him to leave.

"Stay with your mother, Lance," he told me. "You'll be safe with her. You know where the shelter is; go there if you're scared."

Reluctantly, I let his calloused hand slide from mine, and he walked away. I heard my mother sobbing in the living room, and went over to look. My father sat down next to her on the couch and held her gently.

"Just promise you'll come back," she whispered. Even through the whisper, I could hear the tears cracking her voice. She wiped her eyes with a tissue and sniffled.

My father cradled her, kissing her cheek and telling her, "I'll be back in time for tea."

She laughed at that, wryly. "Be careful, please, _please_ be careful. For me. I love you…" Trailing off, she lost her composure in a way that I'd never seen before and sunk her head into my father's shoulder, weeping.

I could see a faint glimmer in my father's eyes; there were tears there, too. He didn't say a word. After a few seconds of staring at the wall, he looked over at me. "Come here, son."

Slowly and a bit unsure if I was intruding, I walked over to them, and he embraced me and my mother with an intense combination of ferocity and tenderness.

I could hear my mother's muffled voice through my father's coat. "When does your train leave?"

"About an hour," he replied.

My mother began sobbing again, and I felt tears well up in my own eyes as he held her head against her shoulder. She lifted up, and they kissed. He looked at her for a moment, then back at me, wiping a tear from my cheek.

"Now, don't you worry yourself."

I looked down. He stood, rustling my hair again, and kissed my mother on the forehead before walking over to the other side of the room to grab his hat and his bag. My mother stood, they embraced, and he tipped his hat to me.

As my father stepped out of the door, the scene faded back into whiteness. Now, as another scene came through, I realized that I was sitting on the couch, watching the television. The clock on top of the TV read 9:00PM. It was the same day.

The news was on, and I didn't know why I was watching it, but I was.

NO.

No. This is a bad dream. Stop. Get out of here, _leave!_

But I couldn't. I sat there, staring at the TV as if I had no idea what the anchor was going to report. I didn't, at the time.

I tried to stand up, but the ten-year-old version of me kept sitting, intent on seeing what had happened in the world. How the war with the Combine was coming along on its first day, and if my father was alright.

I didn't want to see this. Anything but this. Anything in the world, please _GOD_ help me! I shut my eyes, but they didn't close. I stood up, but the TV was sitting right there in front of me, taunting me. It knew I couldn't leave.

"A breakthrough in leadership has been recognized today," the anchor began. I drew a deep breath. "Dr. Wallace Breen of Black Mesa has signed a peace treaty with the Combine."

My mother, who had been in the kitchen, quickly rushed into the room. "The Combine?" she exclaimed, frowning at the anchor.

"It appears that an agreement has been reached between Breen and the leader of the Combine, whose identity remains unknown. In exchange for the safety and well-being of all life on Earth, Dr. Breen has handed over the human race to the Combine for slave labor."

My mother paused it. Quietly, she rewinded the newscast and played it again.

"…all life on Earth, Dr. Breen has handed over the human race to the Combine for slave labor."

She stood, walking toward the TV and then walking back. She turned it off, then back on again. Instead wearing the suit that he'd been wearing, the anchor appeared have donned a blue denim outfit and been hit in the head once or twice. His voice was noticeably weaker.

"The Combine requires that all inhabitants of the human race gather at the nearest train station, where they will be evaluated and shipped off to the location of the Combine's choosing. And as we assume that most are not likely to give themselves over to the Combine without question, city enforcers will be taking the liberty of removing you from your homes by force if necessary."

Before my mother sat down, she unplugged the TV in a silent rage of anger and sorrow. She planted herself on the couch next to me and stared at the blank screen, no tears, just her sullen eyes looking ahead. She spent about ten minutes sitting there, and I kept looking at her to figure out what it was she was thinking about. I touched her hand, and she grabbed it firmly.

"Honey, I need you to do something for me." She quickly stood, gesturing for me to stay put on the sofa, and opened the blinds to look out the window down the street. "The Combine aren't close, but they will be soon. Now, these people are scary, really scary. And what did your father tell you to do when you're scared?"

I thought for a bit, then pointed down to the cellar.

"Yes, the shelter. Go there, not right now, but when these people come. I just need to talk to them for a bit in private. Come out when you're ready, but I might not be there. If I'm not there, run away. Go somewhere. Anywhere else but here. And never let them find you. They're bad guys, Lance. Once you've run away, don't come back. Never come back."

She seemed so intent on making sure that her message got across that I didn't question it. I nodded, and she heaved a sigh of relief.

There was another change of scene, and I was looking out the window, about a week later, at the Combine soldiers who were driving in tanks down our street. As a few of them got out and headed toward the house, my mother yanked on my arm and yelled at me to get going. I was crying, because I was scared and I didn't want to lose her like I'd lost my father. She pushed me down to the stairs to the cellar and closed the door behind me just I heard the front door shatter upstairs.

I was awake. Not in the cellar. Not in my house anymore. The train was still bumping along the tracks.

I was sweating all over. The splintering door had woken me up. I stood, a bit groggy and not too well-balanced. The scenes from my dream were running through my head like they'd always been, but still powerful enough in my vision that I couldn't quite distinguish the train car from my childhood home.

Suddenly, I began to hear some noises from the next car down, and the reality of the train I was inside was clear. I heard some grunting, and there was a short scream, then another, longer cry, and the scream became constant. The shouts were muffled, and they sounded as if they'd been run through some voice modifier.

The screams stopped, but I remained intrigued. There were still a couple moans from that car, but they were very short and quiet. I headed over to the door at the end of the car that I was in and opened it.

I felt the wind stinging my face again, and it was a relieving feeling. I took in the scent of the cool air and stepped out onto the metal rods that connected the two cars, struggling to balance myself against the wind. I opened the door to the next compartment.

It was exactly the same as the one behind me: empty. And it was strange, because I could swear I'd heard noises before. In fact, I heard the noises now. Faintly, very faintly, there was the sound of muffled moans from inside the car. I stepped in warily, looking around to make sure no Combine soldiers were awaiting me.

It stood up in an instant, catching me off guard and knocking me down onto the floor of the car. I looked up at it, and was disgusted by what I saw; before me stood this monstrous creature, everything from the head down looking like a normal everyday Combine soldier, but at the top some strange little skin-colored crab-like vermin where the head should've been.

It swatted its mangled, claw-like fingers at me, and I reared back toward the entrance to the car, making sure not to slip off the edge. The beast stopped in a lunge, and I was confused until it extracted a grenade from its back pocket.

Beep. Beep. Beep.

I jumped up onto the floor of the car immediately, turning and leaping back into the car that I had just exited.

Beep-beep-beep-beep-beep—

The creature did not follow me for fear of falling between the cars.

Beepbeepbeepbeepbeepbeep—

Thinking quickly, I shot the panel and jumped backward into the car. The door slammed shut, but the explosion still had catastrophic effects on the train. The car lurched up from the front, and I fell back, crashing against the wall.

The space in front of me looked like a mosaic painting. I was standing outside of it, out of touch with the train car and with myself, observing it as I would a piece of art. Slowly, very slowly, reality began to return and my senses were once again relevant. The first thing that I felt was a sharp pain in my spine, and I flinched at it, bringing my other senses to the forefront. I couldn't hear. They were all screaming at me.

They looked like people, but I knew they weren't. Maybe they used to be. They were deathly pale, every single one of them, and so devastatingly gaunt that I could see their bones through their skin, a human-like skeleton tightly bound by fragile flesh. Their heads were completely devoid of any kind of features aside from a pair of holes where the eyes used to be, and a mouth that emitted a kind of screech that pierced my eardrums to no end. Their legs and their arms, hanging limply from the bodies that were held in compartments on the side of the car, were merely thighs and upper arms before becoming lifeless steel rods at the end.

There they all were, lined up on the wall of the car, just screaming. The train car, struggling to regain its footing on the tracks, scraped infrequently against the rails with a sound that was reflected in the sounds of the Stalkers.

I knew that that was what they were: Combine Stalkers. Humanoid servants who were mutilated and transformed from their normal human bodies, a punishment for transgressing against the ideals of the Combine. I hoped that they had no recollection of who they used to be, and that they could not feel sadness or pain as strongly as I could feel pity for them and anger toward the Combine. From the sounds of their robotic screeches, I would have to assume that their brains were more programming than rational thought, more to retain my own emotional sanity than to draw a valid conclusion.

I tried to stand but I fell back against the door, my head swimming. Beginning to slump over, I leaned my hand on the wall of the car and straightened up again, blocking out the screams of the Stalkers as a constant white noise.

A streak of red light emitted from the eyeholes of the Stalker closest to me, and I jumped as the light, an intensely powerful laser, struck the side of the car and began boring through the dense metal, sending sparks flying. Doing the same, its brethren shot their laser beams across the car until their was no room left me to move. I was trapped, and my only way out was behind me.

The train shook violently as it bumbled its way along the tracks, throwing me to the floor and making the pods that held the Stalkers almost become disjointed front their places on the side of the car. The turbulence increased, and I held onto the wall as I was in danger of slipping into the range of those deadly lasers. Finally making its way onto a proper hold on the tracks, the train slowly calmed and smoothed out. However, as the train wheels took a grip on the track's rails, the car shook again for one last time, effectively taking out the little bit of light that allowed me to see.

Now all that I could see was the glow from the Stalkers' lasers. Beneath the screams, I heard the creaks of metal unhinging. The lasers fell to a lower altitude, just slightly, but still…lower. I stood up, the adrenaline that was rushing through my blood keeping me on my feet.

The light flickered above me. I could see the Stalkers for just a second, but it was all that I needed to see to know that they were level with my on the floor of the car.

As the light suddenly turned black, I quickly reared and slammed into the door behind me. The Stalkers stopped screaming. Now all that I could hear was my heart pulsing and my blood coursing through my body. I struck the floor as the Stalker closest in front turned to look straight at me, its laser beam hitting the door where my head had been just before. Sparks flew in every direction as the laser burned a hole in the door and made it collapse in on itself, removing it from its hinges on the car. Wind bolted in through the opening, and I fell through the doorway onto the thick metal strands that connected the cars. Stunned, the Stalker reared back into the car and into the lasers of the other Stalkers. It screamed, but the laser kept on burning in the air, striking the metal strands that held me up. Taking a firm hold on the side of the doorway, I heaved myself up as the metal connecting the cars broke apart and the Stalker melted before my eyes, shrieking in pain.

The others turned to look out the doorway, but by that point I had secured myself on the part of the car right next to the doorway. Peering over the side of the car, I saw a tunnel far in the distance in front of me, one that I knew led straight into City 17. I was almost there.

Noticing a bulge out of the part of the car that I was holding onto, I realized that the Stalkers knew where I was, and were trying to burn through the walls to kill me with their lasers. I instinctively jumped backward onto the grass beside the tracks, falling particularly unstably on the ground. I would have to walk the rest of the way.


	5. Escape to the City

_Disclaimer: The information described in the story below is the copyright of the Valve Corporation. Although this is my original story, I did not generate the background story regarding this passage. The story below consists of merely the same background as the Half-Life series but from a different character viewpoint. This would simulate the exact same time as the beginning of the video game Half-Life 2._

Date: June 14, 2019

Place: Austin, Texas, outside the Graduation Center

Name: Cheryl Tumper, age 18

The Vortigaunt rushed out the door, and I quickly followed after him. We fled down the concrete ramp, lined with thick iron rails, that lead down to the parking lot,

"Come, child, come" he shouted back to me. "Our vehicle awaits."

We ran into the parking lot, leaving the large white amphitheater that was the Graduation Center behind us.

"Run, run, child! The vehicle is just ahead. Keep moving!"

I ran and ran as the Vortigaunt instructed, into the maze of cars and buses that made up the parking lot. After I had rushed deep into the lot that held these vehicles, I turned and realized that the Vortigaunt was no longer directly behind me.

"Get down!" he screamed from somewhere else in the parking lot.

I followed his order, and ducked just as I heard three pistol shots fire far away, directly behind my back. Seeking cover, I found a large gray van behind which to shelter myself and leapt into the small space between the van and a smaller blue car that was parked beside it. Anxious to see what was going on, I peered in through the windows of the van and spotted three Combine Civil Protection officers in a row approaching the Vortigaunt, who was much shallower into the sea of cars, with their pistols loaded.

They all shot at him together, and he appeared to be wounded by the bullets, but he did something next that surprised me: by putting his hands in the front of his body around the spot where his small third arm should be, he seemed to be able to synthesize a green ball of alien energy, and his wounds were healed. The consecutive shots fired by the officers were absorbed by that same energy, and he catapulted the ball of energy toward the officer directly in front of him, killing the officer. Now in a situation of close combat with the Vortigaunt, the other two officers whipped out their stunsticks and attempted to strike the Vortigaunt, but he caught their blows with both of his arms and sent waves of energy through them, electrocuting them and burning their insides. They fell back onto the asphalt, charred.

I grinned with satisfaction at the Vortigaunt's well-fought victory, but then I quickly became concerned when I saw the exit door of the Graduation Center open up and several officers and black-clad soldiers spill out onto the ramp that lead to the inside of the Center. Spotting the Vortigaunt immediately, the Combine soldiers shot continuously at him with their pistols, and, in response, the Vortigaunt expelled bolts of green energy toward them. Realizing that his defense needed to rise to a larger scale, the Vortigaunt, under heavy fire, resorted to directing his energy at the vehicle in closest proximity to him: a small red car. I was initially confused by his change of course, but then I saw what he was doing—and before long the car was up in the air, ready to be thrown at the soldiers and the officers. The Vortigaunt whipped the vehicle through the air, and it hurtled toward the Graduation Center, killing most of the soldiers on impact when it crashed into the wall with an enormous sound, while the other soldiers and officers escaped down the ramp. The Vortigaunt did not stop there, though; one after another, with no thought of the owners of these cars but with only destruction in mind, the Vortigaunt continued to toss the cars over at the Combine soldiers as they continued to multiply, filing out seemingly to no end out of that exit door. That gave me an idea.

Running out of my protected hiding spot, I quickly tried to determine which car the Vortigaunt would pick up next to fight the Combine. I noticed then that he had directed his hands toward a tan-colored Toyota Corolla, and, moving as fast as I could, leapt onto the back of the vehicle just as he lifted it. The next thing I knew, I was speeding directly toward the Graduation Center, and just before the car collided with the wall and crumbled to the ground, I jumped off of the back of the car and landed safely on the concrete ramp, ready to fight the Combine in close quarters.

As a precaution, I swung my baton down at the handle of the door after making my way through a couple of the officers, effectively sealing the exit off from the officers and soldiers who were still inside. Turning around, I continued to hit the soldiers and officers with my baton, either incapacitating or killing them; whatever would stop them from harming me or the Vortigaunt. The Vortigaunt, who was still stationed in the parking lot, aided in my effort to stop the Combine, shooting out waves of green energy toward them. Behind me, I heard the remaining soldiers and officers ram up against the door in an attempt to break through it, and the Vortigaunt, noticing this, sent his energy toward the door, silencing the soldiers.

We fought hard together for a good amount of time. I stood on the concrete ramp, battering the heads of the Combine soldiers and officers, while the Vortigaunt sent his green energy toward the soldiers and officers and killed them one by one. Before long, we had almost destroyed the soldiers and officers, but then I saw one of the remaining soldiers race up to the Vortigaunt and shoot him directly in the center of his big eye, and he fell to the ground, stunned. In awe and shock, I immediately leapt up over the iron railing and shot over toward the soldier who'd committed the crime, intent on murdering him mercilessly. However, to my surprise, the soldier turned just as I had raised my stunstick to strike, and he caught my arm in a tight grip his glove. He squeezed my forearm, and it burned, so I let go of my baton. The soldier tossed me to the ground and picked up the baton, prepared to finish his job with the Vortigaunt as his comrades slowly walked over to finish the job with me. We had lost. We had _lost_.

No…we hadn't lost yet. We would not give up the fight. Standing, I attempted to sweep the soldier with my leg, but his heavy boot caught my foot and he turned around toward me, kicking both of my shins so that I fell back onto the black asphalt. To keep me down, he walked over and kicked my ribs, and it felt as though a sledgehammer had pounded its way into my gut. I groaned, and he beckoned the other soldiers over so that would they step forward, armed, toward me as he turned back around to give the deadly shot to my Vortigaunt friend.

The next thing that I heard was the loud roar of an unmuffled engine, and then the pitter-patter of a machine gun that took down all of the soldiers that surrounded me. They fell down onto the ground, dead. All was quiet except for the engine roar, which I could tell was on my side in the fight. I could relax now. I almost stood up on my feet, but knelt back down as the hot, searing pain in my shins and ribs took hold of my body. Turning my head as much as I could, I saw a vehicle behind me at the head of the parking lot—what looked like a stripped-down 1969 Dodge Charger with a thin machine gun attached to the hood of the car in front of the passenger seat. Inside it were three passengers: in the front, a man who looked to be in his mid-twenties in the passenger seat and a woman who looked about the same age and was driving. In the back sat another dull green alien Vortigaunt. As they exited the car, I noticed that the two in front were both dressed in thick blue jackets and denim jeans, donning gloves and hats on their hands and heads, with green backpacks accompanying them on their backs. On both of their shoulders, they wore green patches with yellow drawings of the Greek symbol lambda, enclosed in a yellow circle. The woman and the Vortigaunt ran up to me while the man stayed back with the car.

Exhausted and in an extreme amount of pain, I let myself drop limply, and before I struck the ground, the woman rushed over and caught me in her arms, turning me over as she kneeled down and allowed me to rest on her thighs. She turned back to the Vortigaunt, who had run up behind her, and they both examined me in my wounded state.

"She doesn't look to bad, Genon," said the woman. "We can take her to the base. Have you seen Mexis?"

The Vortigaunt, who appeared to be named Genon, scanned the area. Finding the Vortigaunt who lay on the ground ahead of me, he scurried over to him.

"How does he look?" she asked Genon.

I turned my head so that I could see Genon, who was holding Mexis in his arms just as this woman was holding me.

"Not good," Genon replied. "We must leave immediately if we are able to save him and help the girl recover. Mexis does not have much time left. Alan!"

"Yes?" replied the man, who was now running over from the car toward us. "What do you need?"

"Help me carry Mexis over to the car. We will travel by the roadway; air travel is far too dangerous. Jane, if you would escort this girl to the car…" Genon lifted Mexis, and Alan ran over to assist him. Jane stood, and I stood with her as she helped me walk toward the car. "Jane, will you drive them to the base? I will require Alan's assistance further before the others arrive."

Others? There were more? That was good. I heard the faint sound of a helicopter in the distance, possibly the other rebels on their way to liberate the rest of the Graduation Center. Hopefully it was the other rebels and not more Combine soldiers. The sound came closer as I was placed into the passenger seat of the car and Genon and Alan passed beside me to settle Mexis in the back seat. Through the side mirror, I spotted Genon and Alan as they bolted toward the Center, and Jane took her seat to my left and started the engine. Before long, we were out of the parking lot and speeding down a long, empty stretch of road. Looking into the mirror again, I saw the large black helicopter arrive at the Center and dozens of citizens clad in rebel outfits poured in. I smiled, relieved that we had escaped the Combine for the time being.

Jane pointed directly at the glove compartment in front of me. "Open that glove compartment for me, will you? There should be a radar system in there. It'll help us detect Combine aircrafts coming our way."

I did as I was told, and opened the glove compartment, searching through paper documents and other unidentifiable pieces of equipment before extracting a small yellow box with a large black square in the middle. Finding a switch on the side, I turned it on, and on the black square, which turned out to be a screen, appeared a series of three white concentric circles crossed by two straight white lines, one horizontal and one vertical, that converged at the center point of the circles.

"Got it on? Good. Let me know if you see anything red. That'll mean Combine ships, and with our luck, I'll bet they've tracked us here already and are on their way. Damn Overwatch."

I rested my head back on the seat, still a bit exhausted from the recent battle. I didn't know what I would do if the Combine were to attack us. Would I be killed? It was very possible. I had no armor; all I had on was a T-shirt and jeans, and the only reason that I had been able to keep myself out of harm's way for the most part back at the Center was the protection of my stunstick. I'm not sure that it would do me much good now. I assumed that if the Combine were to attack us, they would attack by air. What could we do to defend ourselves? The car was open; all the surrounded the seats was a metal pipe structure that loosely resembled the cab of the car. I examined the machine gun in front of me, trying to see how well I could use it. But it looked odd; it was a long dark box of circuits jutting out from the hood of the car with a trigger—no, two triggers, one placed in front of the other—on one end and a few thick metal wires on the firing end that stretched out from the box and covered to a point at the front.

"Do you like it?" Jane asked me. "It's called a Tau cannon. Black Mesa East sent us a couple. That's where Eli and Gordon and hiding out. We got em, and the Vortigaunts apparently knew what to do. So they attached them on all our vehicles. They use some kind of weird energy field, I think—I dunno—but they're _really_ effective. There's a cool way to do it—see that pedal on the floor? That's how you charge it. If you see anything coming at us, just push down that pedal as hard as you can, and then pull that trigger in front. The longer you push down on the pedal, the more energy the cannon will have. But, if you don't want to use it like that, just pull that second trigger just behind the first one, and it doubles as a machine gun. At some point the cannon will run out of the energy stored inside inside, so when that happens, just use the machine gun instead.

Okay. So it _was_ going to happen. We were going to be attacked, and I alone was going to have to defend us against the Combine. I've never shot anything before. I think I could if I tried. If I knew what was on the line, and I was sure that I did, then I could possibly fire a machine gun with ease. I would have to. I was the woman for the job.

Suddenly, the radar began beeping, and I jumped in the air, the radar falling from my now weakened hand. Picking it up, I noticed that, on the bottom right corner of the radar screen, there was a blinking red dot, inching on its sinister path toward us. I tapped Jane on the shoulder and showed her.

"Oh, shit!" she said, scurrying her hand around the dashboard in search for a certain switch. Finding it, a red square button at the left of the dashboard, Jane pressed it hard and screamed, "Duck!"

I ducked just as Jane had instructed me, and, before my eyes, the car instantly grew darker. The bare, rusted metal pipes that had held together the car when I had first entered it were now covered in thick aluminum, and from the hood of the car rose a long, thick sheet of glass that settled itself in front of the two of us. Now this felt like a real car: more safe and enclosed.

In the distance, I heard a strange noise, like the sound of an engine moving at a higher and higher speed, and immediately the thick walls of the car were irreversibly dented by the flak that the Combine appeared to be shooting at us.

"Fuck!" Jane exclaimed, and since the vehicle seemed to be somewhere behind us, she swerved the car so that it swung around onto the grass on the right side of the road, and she stopped the car.

I could see it now: it was really just a giant black helicopter, but it was an actual threat, a true danger to our lives that I needed to take down myself. The helicopter shot at us again, and the front layer of the windshield cracked up and fell apart as Jane shouted at me, "Shoot, God damn it, _shoot!_" Driven into the adrenaline-filled panic that I needed to have from her tone of voice, the insane Combine helicopter, and the car bursting forward back onto the road with excellent speed, I reached forward and grabbed both of the triggers, now in control of the Tau cannon and the machine gun. I was ready to fight.

Pressing down hard on the bottom pedal, I pulled the trigger in the back, letting loose several bullets from the machine gun toward the helicopter as we raced forth in its direction. After a few seconds of this, the pitch of the motor inside the Tau cannon raised to a particularly high state and then stayed constant, so I let go of the machine gun trigger, pulling the trigger in front. The sound of the cannon surprised me as it sent out waves of bright yellow electric energy at the helicopter; I wouldn't be able to describe it if I tried, but it was startling. Soon, however, the cannon ran out of energy, and I shot at the helicopter again with the machine gun as we kept speeding toward it. As it flew closer and closer to us, the place at which I had been shooting for the past minute exploded in a ball of fire. The aircraft, injured, swooped down over us, regaining its stability as it prepared to attack from the opposite side.

It certainly did attack, and it dented the back walls against with hard metal pellets, threatening to break through our defenses. Jane, still aware that this road was entirely devoid of other cars or people, quickly and swiftly spun the car around to face the helicopter, which was pounding into the windshield with equal force. Now with the vehicle in my sight, I shot directly at the helicopter's propeller while revving up the Tau cannon. Now the vehicle was bolting toward the helicopter, and in the speed I shot the cannon, which put a sizable mark on the side wall. I switched back to the machine gun, keeping my aim on the propeller, as the helicopter continued to fire back at us, coming closer and closer to breaking through the windshield. One of the blades of the propeller was blown off by our bullets, and it fell down onto the ground while the helicopter kept in the air, as good as ever. Once the cannon was charged, I aimed for the mark I had drawn for myself on the wall of the helicopter, and the waves of energy broke through and cut a hole in that wall. The vehicle dipped to that side, setting itself on an angle so that one of the drivers fell to the ground just as the propeller blade had. The helicopter, angered, retaliated, but I was confident that we had already won the battle. Keeping my foot steadily pressed down on that pedal beneath me, I let all of the bullets loose, firing them anywhere and everywhere on that helicopter to ensure that it would take more damage than us. I was rewarded for my efforts by a satisfying explosion from the helicopter, and its altitude severely lowered as it continued shooting at the glass. Too fixated on our ensuing victory, however, I did not realize that the glass windshield in front me was thinning rapidly, and before I knew it, that same area of the windshield shattered, and one of the pieces of glass was sent directly through to my shoulder while another found its way into the right side of my ribcage. Startled and agonized by the blinding pain in my body, I let go of the pedal below me, which had sent an unprecedented amount of energy into the Tau cannon, and, pulling the trigger, I let the energy burst out at the helicopter, and after it struck, the aircraft exploded on every side and dropped to the ground, disappearing behind the horizon.

Jane stopped the car in awe. Then she looked at me, very concerned, her mouth still open from amazement. I looked back at her in confusion. There was still so much pain inside me. I couldn't feel anything else.

"Here," she said, reaching over. She grabbed the piece of glass that was stuck in my shoulder and yanked it out, and I yelped, not quite accustomed to that kind of pain. I reared back in my seat, but winced, as this did not at all bode well for the glass in my chest. She reached over to grab the second piece of glass, and I allowed her, but, dear God, it _hurt_. After they were out, though, I was free to move as I wished, although the wounds still burned. They must not have gone too deep, since the pain dulled quickly and the only blood that I could see was on the glass and on the wounds. Jane pressed the red button again and, with immense difficulty, the dented aluminum covering and broken glass windshield returned to their original places. With that taken care of, we continued down the road, leaving the helicopter behind us as we went.

After about an half-hour more of driving on the long road, we turned into a narrow dirt path, heading into a densely wooded area that lined the right side of the long road. The car bumbled down the path in response to the rough terrain, and it became ever steeper as we made our way down. It was dusk now, and I could barely see the bright red sun as it began to set beyond the trees that surrounded us.

It wasn't long before we approached a small gate that was similar to one that you would find at the entrance of a hiking site. Beside the gate was an armored man with a machine gun, and the car slowly came to halt at the gate.

"Stay here," said Jane, and she exited the car to talk to the man. I couldn't tell what they were saying, but the man nodded and Jane came back into the driver's seat as the man opened the door. Jane slowly drove down the small hill, which took a sharp right curve and headed further into the forest, although now we were on level ground. I could see the man speaking to someone on his communications device as we passed.

This section of the dirt road ended with a large structure, a wide, dull building with no windows and a white concrete front wall surrounding a gray garage door. The door slowly opened to allow us passage through, and two Vortigaunts exited the garage, running up to the backseat of the car to retrieve Mexis. Jane stopped the car, waiting for the Vortigaunts to retreat back into the garage before she pulled the car in. Once the car was inside, Jane turned off the ignition, and I looked around. There were security cameras at the top of each white brick wall, and to our left, straight across the middle of that wall was a long window behind which two people, a man and a woman, stood, possibly to make sure that we were not a threat. The woman and the man both peered at us through the window, then looked at each other and nodded.

One of them must have pressed a button, because the next thing that I noticed was my stomach dropping as the floor beneath me began to lower, and I realized that this was the underground resistance base that Mexis had told me about. Soon, the dull, uninviting room turned into a thriving community of rebels. This was a fairly small base, but it would do. Underneath me, the floor was made up of solid brown dirt, and there were dirt walls around me that had archways cut into them that lead to other rooms. Just ahead on the right wall was a fenced-off room for what appeared to be storage of some sort. Straight ahead, there was a huge fenced-off archway that was cut into the ground, but I could;t see what was ahead of that. All around, people were bustling and hurrying to get work done, and as we came down further into the main room, I noticed that all of the rebels were wearing practically identical clothing to Jane and Alan. The floor slowed, and eventually we stopped, level with the dirt floor. Jane exited the car and walked over to help me up out of the car as one of the men ran up to us in a greeting. He was a dark-haired man, average height with a thick, well-trimmed beard, although the hair that was on top of his head seemed to be fading away.

"Jane?" he asked, and he appeared to be out of breath. "Oh thank god!" He hugged her tightly, and she hugged him back with the same amount of warmth as I leaned on the car for support. "I didn't know if you'd be coming back."

"Well, I'm here!" She laughed, then turned back to me. "We've got to get this one to a medical station, pronto. She's going to be going to the City, hopefully with Mexis if we can get him back on his feet again."

"Hold on…" said the man, confused. "What happened to Mexis? Is he all right?"

"Well, Jerry, we don't know yet. The Vortigaunts took him somewhere, and hopefully they'll do what they can to help him. In the meantime, let's do what we can to help her."

"You said she's going to the City?"

Jane nodded in response.

"Gosh," said Jerry. "You've got a big couple of days ahead of you. Cheryl, is it? I thought so. Mexis informed me a bit on the situation with the Graduation Center. We've sent backup to liberate them from the Combine, so that should be okay for now. Come on." He held out his arm to me, and I took the opportunity to lean on him as he walked with me off of the concrete floor toward one of the arches to the left of the car. I saw Jane hand the car keys to one of the resistance officials, and the woman drove the car at a slow pace into the the large fenced-off area. The gates closed behind the car as the the concrete floor rose back up to the garage above.

With the help of Jerry, I passed through the archway and saw an enormous hallway filled with more archways lining the walls. The hallway curved around after a bit of the way down each side, suggesting that this area was only used for residence and there were other adjacent areas that were used for other purpose. Jerry took me to the left, and about three archways down, he turned me to my left so that I walked into small, quaint room. The room was slightly dome-shaped, but it seemed as though the architects tried to make it as square as they could; to my right, there was a short, long wooden table with a thin white mattress, a small white sheet, and a fluffy white pillow, and it was really the only notable part of the room, besides maybe the wax candle that sat on the floor opposite the bed. Across from the open arch, there was a stack of shelves carved into the wall, and all of the shelves were empty except for the middle one, which held a backpack that looked as if it had been stuffed beyond its ideal capacity. Jerry lead me to the bed, where he had me lay down.

"The doctors will be here in just a minute to check up on you. Just stay here, lay down, and relax. You're going to need your rest."

I nodded, and he, satisfied, left the room. Anxious to see what was in the backpack, I stepped off of the bed onto the hard dirt floor and walked over to the shelf. It seemed to be relieved of its stress when I unzipped the top compartment, because out of it burst a small stack of clothes, which I then brought over to my bed, placing the backpack underneath. Examining the clothes, I recognized them from the attire of Jane and Alan, and all the other members of the resistance. That's who I was now…though I figured I would only want to change my clothes after getting all the blood off of me. Not ready to put on those clothes or really consult anything else inside the backpack, I zipped it back up and went back to sitting on my bed.

A couple doctors entered the room, dressed in the same clothes as the other rebels, but they had a large white patch on their chests with the standard red cross symbol that identified them as being medical professionals. One of them was carrying a bag, and she set it down on the floor next to her as the other doctor took out a health kit from somewhere near his back pocket, which was a green vial with some gauze.

"Here, take this," he said, handing it to me. I cleaned my wounds and applied gauze to the spots where it was necessary while the other doctor sterilized a napkin, wiping the excess blood off my skin and clothes, extracting a needle and cleaning the shoulder of my right arm.

I must have looked like I was concerned about the needle, because she said to me, "Just a vaccine. Making sure you don't catch anything, and if you've already caught something, this'll take care of that." I felt a pinch in my arm, and then more pressure as the doctor pushed in the chemicals. "You alright?"

I nodded. I would be just fine. All of my wounds had been taken care of, but I needed to rest before tomorrow.

"Inside your backpack will be a communications device," said the male doctor. "If you ever need anything, there's a button on the bottom right corner that'll go straight to us."

Satisfied with their work, the doctors left the room, and I was alone again. Feeling quite exhausted from the day that preceded me, I stepped off the bed and blew out the candle, turning the room into relative darkness. I lay down on the bed, pulled the covers up over my shoulders, and relaxed my body until I fell asleep.

At first there was darkness, as was to be expected from my subconscious state. But then there was a flash of white light, and I was almost blinded by the bright surroundings, although I couldn't exactly squint for any good. I looked around, confused by the sight of bare nothingness. It was just a void, endless and holding nothing at all.

No…there was something. I could see it. Far away from me, in the distance, a figure blurred into existence from the white background, and soon, the image of Mexis the Vortigaunt appeared before me. He ran up to me, his big red eye peering deeply into my eyes.

"I will not let him hurt you," said the Vortigaunt.

I tried to speak, but I couldn't find any words. I couldn't move my mouth either. Who was he? And why would he try to hurt me?

"You will be safe," he told me.

I didn't know what to think. Safe from who? What was coming for me in this dream? Was it going to be a nightmare? I figured I'd be safe either way. Dreams and nightmares were not real; I knew that. So what did Mexis mean?

"Safe…" said a different, stranger voice. I heard it closely, but didn't see anyone. The Vortigaunt was still directly in front of me, standing still, but he began fading away, and so did the white background. Soon, as I had expected, I was once again plunged into darkness. In front me, he appeared suddenly, unlike the Vortigaunt—much more abruptly. This was a new man, one that I hadn't ever seen before but I felt like I had. He looked just familiar enough.

"Are you really ever safe, Miss Tumper…?"

How did he know my name? And why was he talking to me?

"People have…illusions. Sometimes people are under the illusion that they are safe, that they are protected…they are wrong.

"Nobody is ever truly _safe_, Miss Tumper. There is never any place in which people may escape the danger of their lives—except maybe the very obvious. But you—_you_ are against that obvious solution, aren't you? You defend your rights as a human being and your spirit to help others and defeat evil. You believe that by doing this, by fighting your way through the forces of chaos, you will protect others, you will make them feel…_safe_. Hmm. This is an illusion, Miss Tumper. A dream. Let me tell you something about your _dreams_, Miss Tumper.

"You can wish upon a dream, in the hope that someday it will come true. Nightmares…are different. You hide from them. You dare to dream them, but you cannot face them. They are your enemies. But you fight your enemies, don't you, Miss Tumper? You believe that you are brave! However, as you will fight your greatest enemies…so must you face your greatest nightmares…"

Suddenly, I felt as though I was moving back, away from the man with increasing velocity. As he stared at me with his sunken eyes and honestly creepy smile, I stopped moving and the distance between us was constant again, although he was now far off in the distance. He turned around, his hard-soled shoes tapping against the ground that I couldn't see, as if he were walking on a marble floor. He faded away, and I was left in the darkness. There was nothing left of my dream.

I was shaken awake by a rumble in the floor. Was it an earthquake? That was very possible. But it didn't seem like an earthquake. Earthquakes are slow and steady, slowly building to a climax and then fading away. This rumbling, on the other hand, was quick and sudden. It might have been something different.

I sat up on my mattress, curious to know what was happening and what had caused that huge sound. It didn't seem that it would be something to go unnoticed. Turning around so that my calves dangled above the floor, I landed barefoot on the hard dirt, walking over to the doorway. One of the resistance members shot past me, then another, and another. They all seemed to be gathering in the main area.

I grabbed my backpack and opened it up, extracting the resistance uniform from the pocket and turning around to lay it out on the bed. There on the bed was a gray vest with pockets of various sizes scattered around the front, a black belt with countless holsters and bullet containers, a blue denim jacket, and a green skull cap. I slipped on the jacket, and it fit nicely and snugly on my body, as did the vest and belt. Without a mirror to check my hair, I put it into a bun, covering it with the cap.

Looking further into the bag, I noticed a large black machine gun with heaps of ammunition beneath it. As I really didn't know how to load or shoot a gun, I figured I would wait until I had the proper training before using it. I zipped up the backpack and slung it around my arms, heading out of the room and into the hallway. Another soldier ran past me, and as I walked closer and closer toward the tall archway that lead into the main area, I began to heard a loud clamor of voices.

I walked through the archway, anxious and observant. The area was much darker than it had been before, and dozens upon dozens of rebel soldiers were all crowded around one spot. I couldn't see past them, but that wasn't important; they all seemed to have gathered around the immensely tall, thick metal pole that had brought our car down to safety. However, as I looked up at the ceiling with the other members of the resistance, I noticed that the ceiling was, in fact, _broken_. Directly protruding through the piece of ceiling where the tiled floor should have been was an enormous black object, shaped like the cockpit of an airplane but with no outside features. It just sat there, hanging halfway through, and I didn't have the slightest idea what to make of it.

Then it shook. The entire capsule trembled, and the floor beneath me vibrated as well with the ceiling. Something was coming.

"Cheryl!" someone screamed from inside the crowd.

I peered through the mass of people, trying to discern a face, but I couldn't see who was calling out to me.

"Cheryl!" said the voice again, and it sounded closer this time. It sounded like Jane.

Immediately I saw people in front of me moving aside. Jane burst through the crowd of people and stared intently into my eyes.

"Cheryl! Thank God, you're alright! We need to get going! Do you know what that thing is?" She pointed up at the massive black object, and I looked back up at it, evidently confused as to its origin.

"_That_ is your worst nightmare," she told me. "That thing—it's a monster. It's vermin. It's a disease. We need to get away from it. Come on."

Jane grabbed me by the arm and lead me far across the area toward the other end of the area where the gigantic fenced-off archway was. I couldn't see anything past the fence; it was dark and covered in shadow.

The object shook again, and we both stopped and turned around to look at it, now I relatively safe distance away. After it had finished wreaking its havoc on the ceiling, the object sat again on the enormous pole silently. But then, _then_—I saw what Jane had described. I saw the vermin. Crawling down on the big black thing in the ceiling was something that looked a bit like a skin-colored, four-legged spider, and at the sight of it, the rebels instantly began shouting and shooting at the object.

"Headcrabs," Jane whispered to herself behind me. "Those bastards."

I didn't quite understand the panic or the fear that lay within Jane's voice as she spoke to me. It was just a little animal; sure, it looked a bit strange, but it seemed to be doing no harm. One of the shots from the rebels struck it as it left the large object and began its way down the iron column, and it fell to the ground in a bloody heap. I figured that this would be the end of the chaos, but none of the others stopped their clamor. I saw why when the object shook for the third time. But this time, it didn't stop, and when Jane grabbed my hand to bring me over to whatever that compartment held, I grabbed on as tightly as I could, because I saw why there was panic and why there was fear.

There were dozens of them, maybe between fifty and a hundred, and I didn't know what they did, but as they scuttled down the tall metal rod and came closer to the crowd below, the ones that were not killed by gunfire leapt off the pole and onto the people. Now the people of the crowd were not just shouting with anger and disgust, but they were screaming with pain. I couldn't tell why, but I felt that it was safe to assume that it was because of something that those creatures were doing.

We arrived at the gate, and Jane stopped at the halfway point under the archway where the two parts of the fence fitted together and remained locked. Jane approached the break between the fences and fiddled with a padlock that was held on a chain wrapped tightly around the halfway point and appeared to be what was binding the two fences together. I looked back behind again, and as soon as I had, I wished I hadn't.

Jane and I were far enough away now that it wasn't a problem to me, but I saw the headcrabs continue to pour through the hole in the ceiling created by the large black object, and was horrified when I saw the crowd. Most of them were running, screaming in terror, at the creatures that the headcrabs had created. A few of the rebels, certainly not the majority, were slumped on the walls surrounding the crowd, but their heads were not there—they had been replaced by the vermin, and from the neck up that was all that they were. I saw a particular rebel who had been replaced by one of these monsters, and he had been resting but now appeared to be shuffling about in his seated position. Then I saw his hands, which until now had seemed normal, but now they were changing; his body trembling, I could hear his muffled cries as his hands were ripped open by the insides of his fingers, turning them into mangled, disproportionate, razor-sharp claws of extended bone. The transformation complete, I watched as his crippled form stood up on its feet, terribly hunched and one of his knees bent abnormally in toward his other leg. Limping, he struggled toward the rest of the crowd, his mangled arms bent across his torso. Upon closer examination, I noticed that his blue shirt had been torn open and was caked in dark red blood.

I didn't want to see what would happen next. I heard Jane unlocking the fence, and I turned toward her instead. The thick metal lock released the chain, and it fell to the ground in a bunch. Quickly and without missing a beat, Jane swung the heavy gate open a touch, just barely enough to let us through, and once she had lead me inside, she fixed the lock back around the fence and clamped it shut for good.

I looked back through the fence at the people who were still fighting for their lives against those disgusting creatures, and turned away again, pinching my eyes shut to block out the vicious monsters. Jane's voice rang in my ear: _That is your worst nightmare._ It was. I was too frightened of it to even speak my mind, or look at it for a second to register what was actually happening. It was disgusting, horrifying. I couldn't imagine anything worse than the fate of those rebels who had given their lives to protect the base.

He was right. Whoever that man in my dream was, he was right. I had faced one of my worst nightmares. And what did I do? I ran away. I ran from the headcrabs, and even the Combine. But not now. This time, I would head into the battle, armed and ready to fight.

Jane tapped me on the shoulder, and indicated an enormous vehicle, high above where I was standing, and I knew now why this room was so big and sealed off. It was a small plane, a jet plane, presumably to carry me and others into the City. I looked around the room, and noticed that straight ahead from where the cockpit was pointing, behind the rebels who I assumed were coming along with us, was a sliver of an opening that lead outside into the slowly dimming evening. Jane lead me toward the thick staircase that would take me up to the cabin, and I followed her up the steps. Walking in, I found myself in a brightly lit area with spaced out seats lining the side walls. We passed through the aisle by the seats that had been arranged in pairs, and sat down at the pair of seats in the front of the cabin. Across the aisle, Mexis sat with a patch over his top eye. I looked at him, and he nodded at me before slowly standing up and walking down toward the cockpit. I heard the door in the back close and the engine start up, and I secured my seatbelt around my waist as I prepared for takeoff. Some of the other rebels who had been in the large room with us entered the jet, and after a few minutes, we began moving, speeding into the night with City 17 in our sights.


End file.
